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      The most fun place Ruben’s ever known? Check. The most beautiful women he’s ever seen? Check. The scariest animatronics-come-alive that he’s ever experienced?

      Also check.

      Ruben Kent never thought that his day trip to the theme park would end up like this. Now, this average guy is faced with an impossible choice: make his way out and discover what the world is like outside of Wonder Island or help the incredibly gorgeous girls that seem to inhabit the once fantastical theme park.

      But when Ruben realizes that these girls; powerful and capable–each one with different and distinct abilities that feel magical–aren’t able to leave the remnants of the theme park he once greatly enjoyed spending time in, he knows what he has to do.

      He has to help them.

      Even if it means putting his own life on the line.

      Ruben has always liked to get his adrenaline pumping, but this might be more than he bargained for. Life is a roller coaster, and Ruben’s is about to go off the rails.
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      “Holy cow, look at that!”

      The high-striker attendant exclaimed as I slammed the hammer down, sending the puck flying up the tower and careening into the bell. The sound rang, carried throughout the whole area, and flashing lights ran up and down the machine. I couldn’t help setting the head of the hammer down on the pavement, leaning my arm against it and smiling.

      “Get a load of this guy, folks! How’d you get an arm like that?” the attendant asked, and I just shrugged, adjusting my baseball cap.

      “That’s what ten years living above a boxing ring and working as a mechanic does for you!” I replied, and he laughed.

      “Well, I’d say you earned a prize!” he said, turning around to indicate the wall full of stuffed animals, inflatable hammers and swords, cheap remote-control cars, and necklaces of fake beads. “Pick whatever you’d like, young man!”

      I stepped over and grabbed a stuffed gorilla off the hook, quickly turning and handing it off to a pretty girl who had been watching with her friends. It wasn’t really about the prize for me; what did I need with a stuffed animal?

      It wasn’t even really about the people watching, or the piece of paper with a phone number on it the girl slipped me as she walked away.

      It was just about having a good time.

      That’s what I always did when I came to Wonder Island,  an amusement park about a half hour’s drive from my hometown. I’d been going there ever since I was a kid. Set atop a huge island just off the beach, it had everything a person might want from a place like that. There were wild, record-breaking roller coasters, arcades full of all kinds of games, a kids’ area for families, and the park boasted world-class animatronic mascots for many rides. Sure, the food was overpriced, and the place was crowded, as usual, but it was my first day off in as long as I could remember. The sun was hot, the sky was clear, I had a new girl’s number slipped into the pocket of my jeans, and I was going to enjoy myself.

      As I walked out of the carnival games section of the park, I pulled out my phone to shoot off a quick text to a friend. Jake, you should’ve come, man, I told him. I’m cleaning this place up!

      I laughed as I received his reply, saying that the auto shop was totally boring and dead today, everyone watching the news about something happening in the sky today, like an eclipse or something.

      Next time someone calls out sick and they need an emergency shift, he told me, it’s you who’s coming in, not me! I’ll spend the whole day at the park and you can sit in here doing not a damn thing all day!

      I had to laugh. Yeah, we’d see about that.

      I made my way through the park, along a winding path with some of the softer, gentler rides. I crossed over a bridge with a lazy river meandering underneath, and the path split into several directions. One road meandered along beside the river, eventually leading toward the Tunnel of Love, where couples waited in line next to a handful of animatronic Cherubs with big eyes and smiles that put them on the wrong side of the uncanny valley. Another path led to Fantasy Circle, where a visitor could find the easier rides, like the Carousel or the Spinning Teacups. The other path led over to a hedge maze; this area of the park was simple, casual things for families and couples.

      As I walked past them, I crossed under a roller coaster called the Dragon’s Fury whose riders were screaming down the slope. I would have thought they were about to graze the walking path, they came down so low! I had just been on the same coaster that morning, and it was a great one; I planned on hitting it again before I left.

      Just across the way from me was the Safari Zone, a part of the park that held a lot of animal exhibits, wildlife preserves, things like that. It was a little hokey–the archway leading into the Safari Zone had a picture of Mr. Wonder, the park owner and mascot, welcoming people inside. He’d traded in his trademark white suit for a safari costume, but he still had the patented curly mustache and goatee. There was even a duo of animatronics, an anthropomorphized bear and elephant, standing under the archway, waving hello to the people who came inside.

      That wasn’t usually my speed, but I figured it’d be a nice change of pace after running the rides in the morning. In the Safari Zone there were exhibits for elephants, wildebeest, South American maned wolves, and even an aquarium and a reptile house. I walked by a pen that held a clutch of bears, and another where, through thick glass, you could see some lions lounging in the grass. I never really got the appeal of watching lions like this; sure, they were majestic when they moved around, but these people were all standing around the heavy glass like the lion was going to do something. But no; that lion was just going to keep laying there. I rolled my eyes as I kept on moving.

      Up ahead there was an enclosure for gorillas, and that was more my speed. They were social, always up and moving around, doing something, wrestling or grooming each other. The enclosure was actually set deep into the ground, probably twenty feet or more, so the observers could look down and see the whole area. There were a few gorillas down there, and most of them were just relaxing, but a few of the younger ones leapt and bounced around, fighting here and there, messing with the older ones and then rushing off to escape a beating. It was a fun thing to watch for a little while.

      Heck, maybe I should’ve kept that stuffed gorilla after all.

      “Okay, everyone, scoot in!” I looked over to my left and saw a family gathered there, probably eight or ten people, all dressed in matching shirts with the Wonder Island logo on the chest. Someone–the mom, probably–held a camera and directed people on how to stand so they’d be visible. “Jenny, dear, you’re out of frame. Okay, now, Harold, I need you—you’re just a little too tall, alright, yes, that’s it. Now, on three, say cheese, okay?”

      Just as she said that, I noticed that one of the kids wasn’t in the picture. In fact, obscured by the man who was just a little too tall, this little girl was climbing up the guardrail of the enclosure to get a better look.

      And she was just about to fall.

      “Hey!” I shouted, just as the group called out their collective “Cheese!” Without even a moment to think about the risks, I leapt forward toward the girl to grab her and push her back to safety. I landed on top of the guardrail, and my hand connected with her back, so I shoved her back toward her family.

      Just then, though, I saw a strange flash of light that blinded me for a second. My hand slipped, and my momentum carried me too far, sending me over the edge of the enclosure.

      It all happened in a blur, and the next thing I saw was the stony floor of the gorilla habitat rushing up to meet me.
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      I don’t know how long I laid there. Long enough that, by the time I started to come to, my body ached like hell, and my ears were still buzzing from the impact. Long enough that, when I started to open up my eyes, I realized it was already dark outside.

      And I was alone.

      Hell, how long had I laid there?

      I let out a long, low groan as I tried to pull myself to my feet, my arms and hips angry from laying on the cold ground for what must have been hours. I slowly stood, stooping over to dust off my jeans and pick up my hat, and then-

      I remembered I was in a gorilla enclosure.

      Shit! I thought, and I scrambled over toward the wall. Hell, I was lucky I hadn’t already been pounded to a pulp by those big brutes! My eyes darted around this way and that, looking to make sure I wasn’t being hunted or something, and I reached up to grab onto some foliage that had grown along the side of the wall. As I started to climb, it occurred to me that it was strange there was anything growing up the side of the gorilla enclosure. I would’ve thought, for safety reasons, they would have removed this. But I shook the thought out of my mind–I’d worry about park safety regulations later.

      Right now, I needed to get the hell out of here!

      My arms weren’t happy with me by the time I reached the top, but I managed to climb out of the enclosure, grabbing onto the guardrail and hoisting myself up and over. Finally, my feet reached the solid ground of the park pathway. Glancing to the left and the right, I looked for someone to ask for help. I looked for the girl and her family, to make sure she was alright.

      But…there was no one around. The girl wasn’t there, her family wasn’t there…No one was there.

      The park looked abandoned. It was almost perfectly silent and, considering how loud and busy it usually was, that felt doubly unnerving. A wind, colder than it should have been in the deep summer, whistled between the coasters and right through my shirt. The park was completely dark, aside from the emergency lights illuminating little patches of the pathway every twenty or thirty feet. There was a faint glow at the horizon, just some light pollution, a dim shade of magenta, illuminating the silhouettes of roller coasters like dragons swooping through the sky. Off in the distance, I saw the Ferris Wheel, a prominent piece of the princess-themed Wonder Kingdom region of the park, standing motionless. It looked like a giant eye, watching the silent park like a guardian keeping constant vigil. To its side, the soaring towers of Castle Wonder stood like spires on the crown of the park.

      The animal enclosures were still there, along the sides of the path, but I couldn’t see any movement through the glass. The animals have just gone in for the night, I told myself. Though…if that was true, it just raised the question again. How long have I been out?

      My leg was still a little achy, but I started walking around, looking for…anyone. “Hello!” I called, my hands cupped around my mouth to make the sound go further. “Is anyone there?” I looked this way and that, wondering what had happened. Did I get injured? I felt a little stiff, but I didn’t think there was any lasting damage. Was the girl alright? Why did everyone leave?

      I looked back and forth down the park streets, figuring that, even if I’d somehow laid there unconscious until after closing time, I’d at least run across a night shift security guard or a janitor or something. They might be mad at me for being here after hours, but it was better than just trying to hide out and wait until morning.

      I never did stumble into a security guard. I didn’t see a night janitor, or a maintenance worker, or anyone. The park was completely deserted. What was more than that, though…the park looked different. Strangely different. I had been there dozens, maybe hundreds of times since I was a kid, and it was always really clean, and in great repair, but as I passed by the support pillars that held up one of the smaller roller coasters, I saw cracks in the foundation and paint peeling off of the artificial jungle trees. I noticed that the glass wall of one of the animal enclosures was shattered and scattered all across the ground. The park streets even seemed different, like they didn’t quite go the directions I remembered. I jumped once, thinking I’d seen a person standing up above, on the roof of a maintenance shed, but…no. I looked back, and no one was there. I was just spooked and seeing things.

      But I knew I wasn’t imagining the rest of this. The park was all wrong. I couldn’t have been unconscious for more than a few hours, but something terrible must have happened in that short span of time. I didn’t know what, but I knew one thing.

      I needed to get out of there.

      I started walking toward the exit of the Safari Zone, determined to find my way out, when I heard something move behind me.

      “You!” said a voice, in that kind of whisper that sounds almost like a shout. “Don’t move.”

      I didn’t listen. I moved slowly, but I turned around to find out who had followed me, and I came face to face with a stunningly beautiful woman.

      She was tall, only a few inches shorter than me. Her long chestnut hair seemed to flow down into natural curls, cascading around her soft face and sharp, curious honey-colored eyes. Her pouty lips were turned down in an expression of confusion and caution, hanging open just slightly. Almost of their own accord, my eyes trailed down her body, along her smooth, creamy skin to the safari outfit that struggled to contain her curves. The olive green top was tied just below her tits, displaying her cleavage proudly and baring her flat stomach. Her matching shorts were torn off at the top of her thighs, and she wore a set of black leather boots that shone in the pale moonlight.

      Only a moment earlier, I had been concerned, confused, and looking for the quickest way out of the park. But then, in an instant, I was struck dumb by the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen.

      A moment of silence hung between us before she finally spoke, her voice quiet, but urgent and firm.

      “Who are you?” she asked. “What are you doing here?”
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      I stood there, staring at her, dumbfounded not only by her beauty, but also by the utter strangeness of the situation I found myself in.

      “I’m Ruben,” I told her, looking back and forth. “I…I was just here for the park. Just having a good time. Do you know—the girl, is she okay?”

      The woman’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean?” she asked. “You were here for the park? What girl?”

      “The girl that was over there,” I replied, pointing back toward the gorilla enclosure. “There was a girl, she was going to fall into the gorilla exhibit, and I…I mean, I tried to save her, I hope I saved her, but there was a flash of light, and I guess I got hurt. I only just woke up a few minutes ago.”

      She looked at me like I was crazy. But hell, I wasn’t the one wandering an amusement park in a sexy Halloween costume! “Look, I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, glancing back over her shoulder for a moment. “But whatever happened, you shouldn’t be here.”

      I shrugged. “Hey, I’m with you on that,” I replied. “I was trying to find the way out, but the place looks completely abandoned.”

      She scoffed at me. “Yeah, that would be nice.” I wasn’t sure what she meant by that, but at this point, I didn’t want to argue, I just wanted to get out. “I’ll try and help you find your way out,” she continued, “but after that, you’re on your own. Got it?”

      “Good enough for me,” I said. “Thanks. So where do we go?”

      “Come with me.” She turned and started moving, leading me down one of the pathways, which didn’t quite go in the same direction I remembered it going before. She moved quickly, but somehow silently, like she knew where to step and where not to. Like she knew which pieces of pavement were loose and which could be trusted. She led us between buildings, through the weathered legs of roller coasters, and through clever shortcuts I had somehow never seen in all my visits to the park. Even with how unnerving this whole situation was, I couldn’t help but admire her grace, her dexterity, and her knowledge of the layout of a park that had somehow changed so much.

      I couldn’t help but admire her body, either. Following her from behind was not a bad deal.

      As we reached an intersection between two of the park streets, my companion stopped abruptly and held up her hand, so I stopped as well. She was silent for a few moments, so I took a step closer. “What’s wrong?” I asked, but she shushed me.

      “You don’t hear that?”

      Confused, I stopped talking and strained my ears, trying to listen for what she heard. The only sounds I was aware of was the whistling of the wind, the slight ringing that still sounded in my ears, and maybe some distant thunder.

      Or, wait.

      No. No, that wasn’t thunder.

      Thunder only lasts for a few seconds, but this was long and sustained. And getting louder.

      Getting closer.

      “Okay, we’ve got to move!” the woman said, darting off to the side and down an alleyway that I hadn’t even noticed before. I broke off in a run right behind her, doing my best to keep up.

      “What’s happening?” I called out to her. “What’s that sound?”

      She didn’t answer–she just kept running. We emerged from the alleyway, coming out between two little shops that looked like they used to sell souvenirs, though they had clearly been smashed up. The woman turned to the left, about to make a run in that direction, but then stopped.

      “Shit!” she muttered, and then whipped around. “We can’t go that way. Come on!” She started running again, but I took a moment to narrow my eyes, trying to see what it was that blocked our path.

      At first, I couldn’t see anything in the distant darkness. Then I caught fleeting images of lights, tiny lights suspended in the air. Were they far-off lanterns or something? No, they seemed to twinkle and shift, more like the reflective eyes of some animal.

      No, not animals. Something else. Something worse.

      A mass of creatures was barreling toward us. As they got closer, I could make them out a little more clearly. Gray, sallow skin sagged on their bony bodies, and their yellow eyes glinted in the moonlight, above open mouths and rows of jagged, broken teeth. What they were, I had no idea, but I knew one thing: the woman leading me through the park was right.

      We could not go that way.

      I whipped around and followed after her, running as fast as I could to keep up. “What the hell are those things?” I yelled at her.

      “I’ll tell you if we survive!” she shouted back. “This way!” She sprinted ahead, dodging debris and jumping over a fallen streetlamp as she went. I did my best to catch up, hopping right over the metal pole just as she did. I was right behind her now, and as we turned around one more corner, we were faced by another crowd of… whatever the hell those things were. They snapped their jaws and howled at us–was it an animalistic cry of hunger and pride at catching prey, or was it the taunting of a clever hunter outsmarting its quarry? I couldn’t tell–and they drew closer.

      “Through here!” she said, and jumped to the right, opening up a hidden maintenance access door. I followed her inside, slamming the door closed behind us, and running into the tunnel. It was dark in there, aside from some dim orange lights up above, so I had to rely on the woman’s knowledge of the support tunnel layout. My heart raced, and I was breathing heavily, but I hoped that we would find at least some respite here.

      “Okay, how about now?” I asked, still trying to keep fairly quiet, since even whispers echoed against the stone walls. “Now will you tell me what the hell is going on out there?”

      “We’re not safe yet,” she replied, moving further down the tunnel, stopping to look both ways down every intersection we crossed before advancing. “I need to be sure we’ve lost them.”

      I was incredibly frustrated at being kept in the dark. It was a good thing I’d had her with me, sure, but I needed to know more. “At least tell me who you are,” I insisted. “What are you doing here, dressed like some kind of safari girl?”

      She sighed, clearly annoyed at my persistence, but she stopped. “I’m Julia,” she said, turning back to look at me over her shoulder. Even in the poor red-orange lighting of this access tunnel, I was struck by how attractive she was. “You said you were Ruben, right?”

      “Yeah,” I nodded. “Ruben Kent.”

      “Okay, nice to meet you, Ruben Kent,” she said, with a smile that I couldn’t tell if it was sarcastic or not. “Let’s get to safety, okay? Then we can talk. I just need to find…” Her voice trailed off as she set about looking for an exit, and I decided to drop it for now. I had a name for her now, at least. Julia.

      “A-ha,” she said, and then glanced back at me with those golden eyes. “Down this way. This exit is just outside the Safari Zone. There’s a way out that isn’t too far from there. Come on.” I followed her down another branch of the tunnel system, until I saw a doorway up ahead.

      We seemed to be actually making some progress now, at least, so I couldn’t complain. As we reached the door, Julia cautiously opened it up and stepped out into the cool night air.

      We were now in another shopping area, though this part looked like it was geared toward food, as the shops all had menus. Or, at least, I thought they were menus–it was hard to be sure, because they looked so faded, and some of them had fallen off the walls.

      I glanced down the street to the right and saw the big archway entrance to the Safari Zone. It looked old and faded, with paint chipping and rot eating at the edges of the wood, but there was Mr. Wonder’s face, smiling and welcoming park-goers in. It wasn’t exactly comforting, but at least I had some idea of where we were.

      “Okay, so there’s the Safari Zone,” I said to Julia. “Now, where do we go from here?”

      She followed my eyes back toward that part of the park. “This is one of the main streets of the park,” she said, “so if we take this down toward-”

      Julia was interrupted by a heavy thud as something came crashing into her, knocking her to the pavement. My eyes opened wide in shock as I turned to see her struggling on the ground with one of those sickly gray creatures, and I immediately leapt toward her, my arms reaching down to grab the thing around the waist. I wrenched it off of her, throwing it to the side, sending it crashing into a nearby garbage can. Dazed for a moment, it sprawled out on the pavement.

      Right then, I got a better look at the thing, and it wasn’t quite as animalistic as I remembered. It looked like a man driven mad with hunger, wearing torn clothing that looked like little more than rags at this point. His limbs were long and thin, ending in spindly digits that looked more like claws than fingers. His sharp features were still sunken and gray against his skull, and there was a crazed look in his eyes, but there was something calculating in there, too. Long strands of straw-blond hair wisped away from his scalp, past his yellowed eyes and broken teeth. Most horribly, he seemed to laugh as he looked up at me.

      His body twisted, and he leapt up to his feet. His eyes darted back and forth between us, and I wished he’d kept his sick little mouth shut, but he spoke. “What the hell is this?” he snarled. “Haven’t seen anyone like you before.” Then he sneered and looked over at Julia. “Where’d you find this thing, you little bitch?”

      I hadn’t met Julia more than a few minutes before this, but still, the moment I heard this disgusting creature talk to her like that, I felt anger bubbling up inside me. No one should talk to a woman like her that way, but especially not some bony little gray shit like him.

      “You shut the hell up,” I spat, and he just grinned.

      “Why don’t you make me?” In an instant, he lunged right at me, his long, claw-like fingers glinting in the moonlight. I tried to brace myself for the impact, but this horror was stronger than his bony frame made him seem, and he knocked me over, sending me crashing onto my side. I roared with pain as I felt four distinct claws dig into me, painting bright red stripes of blood across my chest. In an instant, he was on top of me, and again I wished he would have kept his sick mouth shut, but he spoke.

      “Haven’t seen you before,” his raspy voice spat. “Maybe you’ll be easier prey?”

      “Not tonight!” Julia’s voice came out of nowhere, and so did her kick to the creature’s head, sending him rolling. He caught himself with his feet and hissed, but I stood up and moved in between him and Julia.

      “Back down, you freak,” I warned him, holding my fists up close to my face. “I’ll tell you one time.”

      “Your friend thinks he’s really fucking tough,” he sneered at Julia, but his eyes flitted back to me. “But he’s no better than the rest of us.” With that, he snarled and hurled himself through the air at me. This time, though, I was ready for him. I caught him in the stomach with one fist, grabbing his shoulder with the other hand, and I pivoted him over my shoulder, twisting and slamming him down on his back.

      I dropped a knee down on his chest to pin him in place, and he let out a gasp as the air was driven from his lungs. He opened his mouth to taunt me, but I didn’t give him the satisfaction this time. My fist came down, with all the strength I’d used on the high-striker, and it smashed into the side of his face. Before he could even react, the second blow caught the other side of his head, and when I pulled it away, there was a string of thick, dark blood dripping from my knuckles. I barely noticed it, though; I wanted to make sure this thing couldn’t hurt Julia, or anyone else, ever again. He struggled against me, scratching my arms with his long, sharp fingers, but by the fourth or fifth strike to the head, he fell limp.

      Only then did I hear Julia trying to get my attention. “Ruben,” she said, quietly but urgently. “Ruben, stop. Look!”

      She pointed down the street, and I followed her finger to the sight of another wandering group of these gray people. They had just noticed us–I guessed I hadn’t been as quiet as I should have been–and they were starting to break off toward us.

      “We can’t get to the exit right now,” Julia said. “Not like this. Come on, we have to go back into the Safari Zone. Come on!”

      She grabbed my arm, pulling me off of the body of this gray monster, and we started running. The gashes across my chest burned as we ran, but I put it out of my mind. We had to get to safety.

      We crossed under the Safari Zone sign and broke off to the right, down the line of animal enclosures. Some of them were busted open, others seemed almost intact, just like I’d last seen them, except completely dark.

      “Here!” Julia hissed, and we dove through the broken window of one of the enclosures–the one meant for wildebeest, it looked like. We dashed across the small mock-up of their natural habitat, and I noticed that all the grass had died and gone yellow. Before I could really think too much about that, Julia led me to the doorway leading into the back chambers.

      “We should be safe in here,” she said, jimmying the lock and opening the door. “Get inside!” She pushed me through, and then followed behind me, slamming the door shut and locking it tight.
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      My heart pounded in my chest, and I was breathing like I’d just run a marathon, but I finally felt at least a little bit safe for the first time in what felt like ages.

      If those things were still outside looking for us, we must have put some decent distance between us and them, because I couldn’t hear their thunderous footsteps anymore. Leaning against the doorway for a moment, I caught my breath before turning to look at where we’d ended up.

      Ahead of me, Julia was walking into the holding area for the animals that had been here. Despite the scrap we’d just gotten out of, and the break-neck chase through the park, she somehow still looked perfect. I couldn’t help letting my eyes drift down her back to the olive green cut-off shorts that barely covered her ass, swaying side to side with every step.

      Finally, pulling my eyes away, I looked around the facility where we’d taken refuge. It was an enormous area, with most of it fenced in and covered in a layer of old withered straw. There were a few scraps of discarded zookeeping equipment around, including a rusted shovel head that had come loose from its haft, laying on the floor. The place was lit mostly with the same emergency lights that kept a dim orange glow on the park, although a broken skylight in the roof let a nice beam of moonlight trail in. Smaller spots were marked off inside the pen, like a place for the animals to sleep, a feeding trough, and even a bathing area with a drain set into the floor. It must have been a nice place to shelter animals at night, or during storms, or in the winter.

      It even still kind of smelled like them, which I could have definitely done without.

      I caught myself just as I thought that. I was thinking about those animals like they’d been gone for years–and, to be fair, the park did look like it had somehow sat vacant for years and years, with how worn down everything was–but that was impossible. I’d just been having the time of my life here earlier this morning!

      I needed to understand what was happening. “Okay, come on now,” I said, following Julia as she opened up a gate in the fence. “What the hell is going on out there? What happened to the park? Where is everybody?”

      Julia looked back at me over her shoulder, with one eyebrow raised like she didn’t know what I was talking about. “You saw them,” she replied. “I mean, that’s not everybody out there, but that’s a lot of ‘em. You’re telling me you think there ought to be more of ’em?” Reaching a corner of the pen where there were some stacked bales of hay, she took a seat there to rest, turning to face me.

      “No, I mean…” I took a deep breath. “Not those things. The people who came to the park. The thousands of people who came to ride the rides, and look at the animals, and play the silly games, and eat the over-priced food, and have a good time. Where are all those people?”

      Julia looked at me like I’d just told her I’d gone to the moon and back on a bicycle. Like I was a crazy person rambling about my visions on the street corner. “Where…where do you think you are?” she asked.

      “This is Wonder Island!” I said, throwing my arms up in frustration. “It’s an amusement park. I mean, it was, I guess. It was a great place where friends and families would come to spend a day having a good time in the sun.”

      Julia laughed when she heard that last part. “Having a good time? What part of running around out there was a good time to you?”

      “Well…” I sighed. “Nothing about that was good. But that’s why I came here. I came to have fun. I work as a mechanic, out of Greenville. I had a day off, so I came here to hang out, to ride the rides and have a couple six-dollar slices of pizza and just goof off while I had the free time. But then…”

      The image of the girl and her family came back to my mind, and that sense of dread at seeing the girl about to fall. That automatic, instinctual feeling that I needed to do something. “I was over by the gorilla enclosure,” I continued, just sort of gazing off into space. “I was just watching them for a few minutes. There was a family there, a bunch of people, and a little girl…she was climbing up the rail. She was about to fall. So I jumped to save her, and I think I did, but there was a flash of light, and I couldn’t see what happened until I fell into the pit.”

      Shrugging, I looked back to Julia. “When I woke up, I was still down there, but… everything was different. The pit was overgrown with foliage, and the animals were gone. The people were gone. The lights were dark, and the place looked like it had been left to rot for a hundred years. So, I want to know what happened. And then I want to get the hell out of the park.”

      Julia still regarded me with curiosity, but I could tell that she knew I was being sincere. “You’re telling me,” she started, “that you’ve just been laying in the gorilla enclosure for…I don’t even know how long, and you just now woke up?”

      I sat down on the bale of hay beside her. “I mean, I know that sounds insane, but I don’t really think it’s any crazier than everything I just saw. So maybe?”

      Still looking at me like I was insane, Julia sighed. “Well, I don’t know how that’s even possible, but…look, wherever you came from, this isn’t it. This isn’t a good place. And I don’t think I’ve even seen the sun in…I don’t know how long.”

      “Yeah, I can see that now,” I replied. “What happened here?”

      Julia shrugged. “I don’t know. I mean…I didn’t know it had ever been any different from this.” She pulled her legs up close to her body, wrapping her arms around them. “It’s been like this my whole life. I grew up in this place. I…I can’t really picture it any other way.”

      That really stuck in my mind. She had grown up here, which meant that, whatever had happened to me, I’d been out for a lot longer than I had thought. Twenty-something years at a minimum, and maybe much, much more. To think that a place like this had been so corrupted, so overrun with darkness, that all the joy was so far gone it wasn’t even a memory anymore…it made me sick.

      “So…why not leave?” I asked. “You sounded like you knew how to get out. You know where the exits are. So why not escape?”

      “Escape to what?” she shot back. “You think the outside is any safer? You think those things aren’t out there, too? You think the same dangers aren’t everywhere?” She flicked her hair back out of her face and looked up at me incredulously. “Look, at least here, we’re closed in. We’re on an island. We’ve got the threats that we’ve got, but that’s it. Out there, where the world stretches out in every direction, who knows what might be hiding?”

      I could understand why she felt like that. I could understand being afraid of leaving this place and facing what else might be out there. But I couldn’t just sit here cooped up myself. I couldn’t just accept this and live with it.

      “Well, Julia,” I said, standing up and brushing the dust off my jeans. “I can’t blame you for saying that. But I have to get out of here.” I took a step toward the doorway, hoping she’d follow me, but she stayed put. “I have to go home. I have to try to find what’s waiting for me there.”

      She sighed again, and even though we barely knew each other, I could hear a hint of disappointment in her voice. “That’s fine,” she said. “That’s up to you. If you’re going to try to get out of this place, good luck.”

      “Thanks.”

      “But…” she said softly. “Ruben, you’re on your own.”
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      I wasn’t sure why, but at that moment, when I told Julia that I was going to leave, I thought she was going to come with me. I was surprised to hear her refuse, that she would rather stay than try to escape. But her golden eyes and straight lips told me there wasn’t any use in pushing back and trying to convince her.

      “Alright,” I said, perhaps sounding a little deflated. “Well…thanks for helping me get out of harm’s way…for a little while, anyway. Good luck here.”

      I turned to walk back to the doorway leading out into the animal enclosure. I wasn’t really sure what I was going to do, where I was going to go. If the park had become this post-apocalyptic hellhole, with weird goblin-men running around a withered and broken island, then what would the surrounding city look like? Would there even be a city there anymore? Would there still be people there, or would it all just be-

      “Ruben, wait,” I heard Julia’s voice call out to me, and when I turned around, she had stood up and rushed over. “You, um…” Her eyes raked over my body, coming to stop on my chest, where the four red lines left by the goblin-man’s claws still shone through my torn shirt.

      “You’re hurt,” she finally said. “Here, let me at least…Before you go, I’ll patch you up.”

      Julia led me away from the door and toward a staircase, leading up to an overhang above the inner pens. There was a row of offices there, and one of them still bore an old, faded plaque with what was now a faded pink cross on it.

      “There are a few things in here that might help,” she said, opening the door and leading me into a little medical supply closet. There wasn’t much available, which wasn’t surprising. I’m sure most of the useful things, like antiseptic and medicine, were probably raided years and years ago. Still, there were a few bandages left and little pieces of equipment, like a thermometer, and a splint–though the splint looked like it was big enough to be used on a cow.

      Or on a wildebeest, I guessed, was more likely.

      Julia guided me over to a wooden chair, bringing one over for herself, and we sat down. “Okay,could you, um…could you take off your shirt for me, please?” As she asked me that, Julia’s cheeks turned a twinge of pink, and I could tell that she was a little embarrassed.

      “Sure,” I replied with a little smile, and I reached down to the bottom of my shirt, pulling it up and over my head before dropping it to the floor. The motion hurt a little, moving the gashes on my chest, but it wasn’t too bad. Still, Julia’s eyes went wide when she saw my bare chest and arms, and she sat silent for just a moment.

      “Everything, uh…” I started, stifling a little chuckle, “everything okay?”

      “Oh! Yeah, yes, of course,” she said, quickly shaking herself out of it and getting to work. She retrieved a cloth, wet with water she kept somewhere, and started padding down the streaks across my chest. “Does it hurt?”

      “A little bit,” I acknowledged. “But it’s fine. I’ve had worse.”

      Once she was done wetting the wounds on my chest, she used the back of my shirt to dry it off–not the best way, maybe, given the dust all over it, but there weren’t a lot of other options. Finally, she started opening bandages and applying them, covering up the long red streaks. The pain didn’t go away, but I immediately felt a warming, calming sensation, like a salve or disinfectant had been applied to the wounds. It hadn’t been, of course, that was just the feeling I got from Julia tending to me. It was something about her.

      "So, when you leave here,” she eventually said, breaking what had been a long silence between us, “do you know how to get out?”

      I nodded. “I think so. I’ll make a right, follow that through the coasters, and then the main park entrance is another right and then onward.”

      Julia shook her head. “No, you can’t get out that way,” she told me. “It’s been boarded up and blocked for…well, for a while now. And besides, they’re watching it.”

      “Who’s watching it?” I asked, but she didn’t answer.

      “What you need to do is go left out of the Safari Zone. You head toward the arcades, but instead, follow alongside the river and go into the Tunnel of Love.”

      I couldn’t help rolling my eyes and laughing. “The Tunnel of Love? I really have to go in there?”

      “I’m serious!” she said, but the corners of her lips turned up in a way that told me she knew it sounded silly. “I’ve heard there are access tunnels in there that lead outside the park. I’ve never been, but I think that’s your best chance.”

      Never been to the Tunnel of Love? I thought, and I almost teased her about it, but I decided to leave it alone. I shrugged as she finished applying the last bandage. “Well, I guess that’s where I’ll have to go, then,” I told her. “I know this is a big question to ask, but do you know where I can find food? Provisions? I don’t know how long I’m going to have to travel to get where I’m going, and that would be useful.”

      “Yeah, there are food carts around the park,” she replied, like it was the most normal thing in the world. “You should be able to find food in them.”

      My brow furrowed in confusion. “What do you mean?” I asked. “The park’s been a crumbling, forgotten disaster for…who knows how long. Why would there still be food in there?”

      Julia shook her head. “I don’t know. There’s just…there’s usually food there.” My incredulous look must have bugged her a bit. “Look, it’s always been that way. I might have some idea about it, but I don’t know for sure, and if you’re leaving anyway, then the less you know, the better for you, alright?”

      I raised my hands in an ‘I give up’ gesture. “Alright, fair enough.” I stood from the chair and picked my shirt back up, pulling it on, and then I stepped over to a window. I couldn’t see much, through the darkness and the trees, but there was still some light pollution, a vaguely orange haze in the distance. “When I get outside…” I glanced back at her. “You don’t know what’ll be waiting for me out there?”

      She shook her head, rising out of her seat and walking over to stand next to me. “No. Not really. I mean, there are rumors, but the rumors range everywhere from it being a wonderful paradise to much, much worse than in here.” She looked out the window with me, out toward the darkness. “Personally, I’ve never seen any hint that it would be better out there, so it didn’t seem worth the risk.”

      “Julia,” I started, “what happened out there? What happened to this place?”

      She shrugged again. “I don’t know, really. Like I said, it was already like this as far back as I remember. I’ve heard all kinds of things, I’ve heard there was a war, that someone set the sky on fire and that’s why there are so many clouds, but then, I’ve also heard it was volcanoes, like the earth itself was angry at people. Something about robots and people being forced to move all over the place, too, but I don’t know what that had to do with anything.”

      It seemed like there were too many rumors for any one of them to be trustworthy, probably just tall tales told around campfires for generations.

      “And who knows? Maybe it was none of that.” She turned to look up at me. “Was it really different wherever you came from?”

      I sighed. “It was beautiful,” I told her. “Sure, there were lots of problems, but it was really beautiful. The blue ocean running up to the green hills, a cool breeze coming in off the coast. Work wasn’t my favorite thing in the world, but I liked being around cars and machines well enough. I spent a lot of time with friends, hiking through that beautiful scenery, working out in the boxing ring, stuff like that. My brother and I had some rented space in a machine shop, so when we had free time we’d go there and build all kinds of things.” Mentioning my brother just then, like it was nothing, was the first time I’d really thought about my family. “Things weren’t always great, but…it was much better than here.”

      As I talked, Julia almost seemed to have fallen into a trance, listening to my description of my life before I woke up in that damn gorilla enclosure, and I suddenly realized that she was resting her cheek against my shoulder. “That does sound really nice,” she eventually said.

      I craned my neck to look down at her. “You know, if you wanted,” I started to suggest, “you could come with me. When I escape, I mean.”

      Julia paused for a moment, like she was considering it, but she shook her head softly. “No,” she said, her voice small. “No, I can’t. I’ve…I’ve never left here. My life is here, and it’s been…I mean, it hasn’t been great, but it’s been fine for the most part. I get along. And yeah, what you said sounds amazing, but I’ve never seen anything that made me think it was really like that outside.”

      I nodded slowly. “So…you’re going to stay here in the park, then?”

      She nodded back. “Yeah.”

      “Does it ever get lonely?”

      She didn’t answer at first, but when she finally did, I could hear pain behind her words. “Sometimes,” she said. “It didn’t used to, but sometimes it does now.”
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      Once Julia had bandaged me up, she walked with me back down to the doorway. I went over the planned route another time or two, just to make sure I had the right idea in mind. I felt as ready as I was ever going to be to wander off into the weird wilderness of the park, so I thanked her again for her help. Before I turned to walk through the door, she put her hand on my back.

      “Be safe, alright, Ruben?” she said, and when I looked at her, I thought I saw worry in the honey pools of her eyes. “I don’t want to be out scavenging one day and find your bones.”

      I smiled and nodded, taking her hand in mine. “I’ll be safe, Julia,” I promised her. “You be safe, too.” I felt the urge to give her a hug, but I decided against it. We had only just met an hour or two before, and even though I already felt a connection with her, I thought it would be best not to cultivate that.

      It would only make it harder to leave her behind.

      We finished saying our goodbyes, and I stepped back out into the wildebeest enclosure, holding that old, discarded shovel head in my hand like a big, wide-bladed knife. The park had gone silent again, more or less, and there was no sign of any of those strange, deformed people that had chased us earlier. That didn’t mean I was safe, I knew, but it seemed like a good enough omen for now, so I set off. I followed the edge of the enclosure, not wanting to walk out in the open, and I tried to keep to the soft, dead grass instead of the pavement. I’d been foolish before, walking exposed, calling out to let the things I never could have imagined know right where I was. I wouldn’t make that mistake again.

      Finding my way along to the far side of the enclosure, I reached the broken window that we’d dived through to get in. Looking at the shards of glass that were scattered across the pavement, I saw that a few of them were marked with a dark, wet fluid; I smiled as I realized that was probably the blood of those monstrous people. The one I’d fought had been barefoot, and it looked like someone else had stepped on the glass, cutting their foot.

      Served them right.

      Looking back and forth, I hoisted myself up and pivoted, carrying myself over the sill and out onto the Safari Zone street. Julia had told me to head left, and I had a general idea of where the Tunnel of Love was–God, I still could not believe that’s where I had to go–so I started off in that direction. I stuck to the overgrown trees on the side of the street, trying to keep what little shadow I had obscured by the leaves.

      It wasn’t too long before I crossed under the archway leading out of the Safari Zone, and I swore I could feel Mr. Wonder’s faded old eyes watching me as I left. Up ahead was that section of roller coaster track that hung down near the pathway, and now that it was so silent and still, it looked more like bones than a theme park ride. Like the neckbones of some massive dinosaur, swooping down to graze on grass that had died long ago. It gave me chills walking under it.

      As I crossed under the track, I heard the sound of something falling to the ground behind me, and I whipped around, the shovel spade held up in a defensive motion. Standing there in front of me were three figures, three of the sickly-looking goblin people. They were all thin and emaciated, their skin gray like the ash on a log after the campfire’s burnt out, and wrapped in tattered clothes.

      The one out front had beady black eyes and a piggish nose that stuck up like he was permanently disgusted with something he had just smelled. The one on the right was a woman, and her hair was darker than the others, longer, though no less thin. To my left was a square-headed brute who looked a little tougher than the others–still frail, but with a little more muscle, while the other two were skin and bones.

      I didn’t spend too long nailing down the differences between them. I was as close to breaking into a run as I was to fighting.

      “Where you runnin’ off to?” asked Pig Nose, his voice as slimy as a guy I bought a used car from a few years back. “And where’s the girl?”

      “What girl?” I asked, feigning ignorance, but raising the shovel blade an inch or two. “I got no trouble with any of you. I’m just gonna be on my way.”

      The dark haired woman-goblin laughed, and I got a sight of yellowed, jagged teeth in her mouth. “Where d’ya think he’s going, Domenic?” she asked, looking with her bloodshot eyes at Pig Nose.

      “I don’t know where he thinks he’s going, babe,” Pig Nose replied, “but I know where he’s actually going. He’s coming with us. He’s gonna show us where that girl’s hiding.”

      “Look, I don’t even know what girl you’re talking about,” I lied, brandishing the shovel head, “and I gotta tell you, I don’t think this is a smart move. There might be three of you, but you’re skin and bones. This fight doesn’t end well for you.” I wasn’t sure, of course. There were three of them and one of me. I was bluffing a little. I liked my chances in this fight more than I would’ve if, say, three drunk assholes had tried to jump me at a bar back home. But still, there were three of them, this was their turf, and their eyes were all focused on me.

      “We know you were with her,” Pig Nose said, and the tougher-looking one took a step closer, behind him. “You got away from our pack, but it won’t happen this time. You’re going to take us to her.”

      “He doesn’t need to!” All four of us were shocked to hear Julia’s voice behind them, and the three of them whipped around. I looked past them to see Julia standing there in her safari outfit, out in the open, holding the short haft of the discarded shovel like a club. “Looks like you already found me.”

      “Julia!” I exclaimed. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “I wanted to make sure you got there safely!”

      Damn her kind heart, I thought.

      “Seems like we lucked out, Dom,” said the heavier goon. “Cut up the big one for food, find a buyer for the little one.”

      “I think so, too,” Pig Nose replied. “Nixie, would you grab the girl, please?”

      “Sure thing, Domenic,” the goblin-woman replied, and she leapt through the air, bounding toward Julia. With a sound like a whip through the wind, though, Julia swung the shovel handle, and the end of it crashed into Nixie’s face.

      “Oww!” she yelped, but she rolled to the side and landed on her feet. “Fucking bitch!” She lunged for Julia again, and I dashed forward, but the other two jumped into my way.

      Pig Nose reached out and grabbed my arm. “Yeah, I don’t think-” his warning was cut off by the flat side of the shovel head smashing right into his face, landing with a crack that must have flattened his nose even more against his face. He let go and stepped back, and I guess I’d let him distract me a bit, because the heavier-looking one caught me in the side of the head with a right hook that my boxing friends would’ve envied.

      By the time I got the stars out of my vision, I was on my ass, and the shovel spade was on the ground about five feet away. Big Guy and I both looked over at it, and then at each other, and in the same moment we dove for it.

      We hit the ground at the same time, but his spindly hand reached the piece first, closing around the collar of the shovel head like a knife handle. I balled my fist up and brought it slamming down on top of his hand, and he roared in pain as his fingers were crushed against the steel.

      At first, he wouldn’t let go, so I slammed my fist down again, and finally his hand popped open, and I grabbed the weapon. While Big Guy cradled his broken fingers, I reared back on my knees and smacked him in the back of the head with the flat side of the shovel. He collapsed to the ground, dazed, and now that he was dealt with, I turned to find Julia.

      She was still struggling with Nixie a few yards away. Nixie had managed to catch the swinging end of the shovel haft after taking a few good hits to the head and arms, and the two of them were fighting for control over it. I moved to rush in and help, but the ashen form of Pig Nose darted in front of me, blocking my way.

      Long strings of dark, almost black blood hung from his crushed nose. “Now, I think that’s an improvement,” I said, pointing at his face with the shovel head.

      “I’m gonna fucking eat you, you little shit,” Pig Nose spat, and he rushed at me, swinging his clawed hands. Bobbing and weaving like I’d learned in the boxing ring, I avoided the first two swings, and when he was off-balance, I swung with the shovel, the sharp edge slashing deep into his jaw. Thick strings of black blood flowed out of the wound, and he covered it with one hand, wincing at the pain.

      Words gave way to animalistic growls as he slashed at me again, and I had to use the shovel head to parry his swings. He was furious, the blood from his nose mingling with his drool and spit, his mouth open wide to show his gnashing, uneven teeth.

      As I blocked one blow, I caught a glimpse of Julia swinging the shovel haft and cracking Nixie on the side of the head. She went down hard. I would’ve cheered Julia on, but I was dealing with a fucking maniac who was trying to tear out my throat.

      His claws kept coming, like a wild animal that needed to be put down, but I knew just taking steps backward wasn’t going to solve the situation. I stepped back one more time, planting my feet, and I leaned backward, letting him overstep. With one solid punch to the ribs, I heard a cracking sound, and he collapsed to the ground. He would’ve been right back up at me again in a second, but I swung with the shovel and bashed him across the head with the flat side of the blade. His skull snapped backward against the pavement, and he fell still.

      Breathing heavily, I stared down at his face. It was ugly enough, I honestly couldn’t tell if he was alive or dead. I started kneeling down to check when I heard a scream.

      “Ruben!” Julia called, and I whipped my head around to see that the Big Guy had shaken himself out of a trance, snatched Julia up, and was running off toward the center of the park.

      “Shit!” I muttered, and I broke into a dead sprint, the shovel head cutting through the air like a knife. I left Pig Nose and Nixie on the ground, the two of them immediately gone from my mind. My eyes centered on Big Guy’s back, with Julia thrown over his shoulder.

      I could tell that he was a quick one, probably quicker than Pig Nose, but holding a whole other person was slowing him down, not to mention the pain he must have been feeling from his broken fingers. After about a hundred feet, I came up behind him and threw myself into his lower back, knocking him to the ground and sending Julia flying into the grass just off the path.

      I couldn’t risk him getting my weapon from me, so as soon as he was on the pavement, I climbed up onto his chest, pinning his arms beneath my knees. His eyes were silvery and reflective, and when he looked up at me with a furious expression of anger and hatred, it was almost like they were glowing. He opened his mouth to snarl some filthy threat, but I was exhausted, and I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction. I brought the shovel head down hard, tip first, driving the edge into his skull.

      He fell limp, and I was left kneeling on top of him, suddenly overpowered by the sound of my own breathing and pumping blood in my ears. I pulled myself off of him and just stared at the body for a moment. It was the second thing I had killed in just about as many hours, and I should probably have felt affected by that, but the way they had attacked Julia, I-

      Julia!

      I jumped up off the dead goblin man and ran to the grass, where I found Julia laying there, shaking her head to gather her wits. I knelt down beside her and extended my hand. “Are you alright?” I asked. “Did they hurt you?”

      “No, I’m- I’m fine,” she said, looking up at me with big, dreamy eyes.

      I couldn’t help but smile. “Julia, why in the hell did you come after me? You could’ve gotten yourself killed, or…or worse.” I remembered grimly that the Big Guy had suggested they sell Julia, though I had no idea to whom.

      “What about you?” Julia retorted. “I came because I was worried about you.” She seemed almost embarrassed at the idea. “I know about the things that live out here. The things that hunt out here. You don’t. I thought you might need me.” She glanced over at Big Guy, who had just been carrying her off to God knows where. “Although, I guess I needed you, too, huh?”

      “We needed each other,” I said with a little grin, and I stood up, helping Julia to her feet as well. “And now, what we need is to find a place to rest for the night. The animal enclosure seems secure and all, but I don’t want to have to make this same trek again in the morning.”

      Julia thought for a moment, and then her eyes brightened with an idea. “The hedge maze. It’s close to here, and it’ll be a good hiding place for us till the morning.”

      I raised a hand. “Wait, won’t we just get lost in the maze, though?”

      Julia laughed. “It’s just a hedge, silly. You can walk right through it if you try hard enough. There’s nobody there enforcing hedge maze rules.” She giggled again and took my hand. “Come on!”

      I followed along and we headed back toward the enormous skeletal roller coaster, hanging over us like a guardian of the park. Not far off the path, we saw the walls of the hedge maze, and Julia tugged my hand. “Come on, there it is.”

      “Julia, hold on,” I said, staring at a totally empty patch of pavement.

      “What is it?” she asked. “There’s nothing there.”

      “I know,” I told her. “This is where we left Nixie and Domenic… and the shovel haft.” I looked to the right and left, searching for any sign of where they had gone, or where they might be hiding. I looked up at the roller coaster, thinking that maybe, despite their injuries, they had somehow scampered up into its bones, but there was no hint of them anywhere.

      I decided there was no use searching any more. If Domenic, the pig-nosed freak, crossed my path again, I would end him, but if he was content to scurry off into his hole and lick his wounds, that was fine by me.

      But it didn’t mean I had to stand around in the open any longer. “Yeah, come on,” I said, walking off over the grass, “let’s get to the maze.”
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      We approached the broad end of the hedge maze, still moving as quietly as we could to avoid any more predators finding and attacking us. Even going off the paved pathways of the park, there was no guarantee that we were safe, and who knew what other monsters might be lurking in the old desolate park besides Domenic and his mutated gang?

      Up ahead, we approached the hedge, but the closer we got, the less I recognized it. I had seen the hedge maze hundreds of times over the years, and I’d gone through it a handful of times. Back then, it had been a tall wall, a couple of feet thick at the most, composed of verdant, densely-packed bushes and shrubs, kept perfectly trimmed and level. Now it was wildly overgrown, several feet taller than I remembered, and the hedgerows had grown wider, creeping out at their base and stretching out into the grass. The plants themselves had grown, now overtaken by vines and roots and thorns, precisely the kind of thing no one would ever want to crawl through.

      Unless, that is, there was a beautiful safari girl to guide you.

      “Through here,” Julia whispered, directing me over to a little inlet that had been cleared from the hedge. From out in the grass, it just looked like the rest of the overgrown hedge bushes, but moving in along the semi-clear path, it obscured an opening that looked like it had been hacked through.

      “Did you clear this path?” I asked.

      “Not originally, no,” she replied, her voice still low as she led the way through the carved out hedge. “I sometimes stay here overnight when I’m out on scavenging runs, though, so I come by now and then to keep it clear.”

      Much more than its original two feet or so, the hedge now must have been at least eight or ten feet thick. As we crossed through into the other side, we emerged into a corridor that looked like it had been trampled down into a pathway more than pruned and trimmed. Julia and I walked down the maze path, taking a right, and then another, and a left. The moonlight from up above made it easy enough to see where we were going, but it wasn’t long before I felt lost.

      “Hey,” I whispered to Julia, “how are we going to find our way out of here again?”

      “I know the maze pretty well,” she replied with a shrug. “And, y’know, if we do get lost, we can always just climb over the walls. Like I said, nobody’s enforcing maze rules anymore.”

      “Right.” I chuckled. As much as I hadn’t wanted Julia to put herself in danger by coming after me, I was glad to have her there now.

      Around another couple of turns, and a couple of backtracks–“Give me a break, it is a maze, after all,” Julia had said as I chuckled–we finally turned a corner and saw a wooden staircase leading up to a covered bridge that served as an overlook.

      “There we go,” Julia muttered, and we headed up the rickety stairs. They hadn’t seen maintenance in ages, it looked like, and they were a little creaky, so we were cautious as we ascended the steps to the overlook.

      A pair of openings in the walls of the bridge gave us a view out over the hedge maze. The whole thing looked wild, even feral, like a declaration that, no matter how in-control people feel they are, the moment they go away nature reclaims its own.

      Up here in the overlook, Julia had apparently left a few supplies behind. Just under the opening in the wall, bathed in moonlight, was a pile of softer cuts of leafy hedge bushes, with a few blankets thrown on top to act as some makeshift bedding. Beyond that lay a coil of rope, a dusty hand-cranked flashlight, and leaning against the wall was an old machete with a notched blade.

      “Wow,” I remarked, looking around at it, “you’ve got quite the setup here.”

      “It’s not the animal enclosures, sure,” Julia shrugged, “but it gets the job done.”

      She stepped out ahead of me, kneeling down beside the pile of leaves and blankets, spreading the blankets out a little. “Here, we can sleep here for the night.”

      “Oh, you go ahead,” I told her. “One of us should keep watch, right?”

      “It’s fine,” she waved my concern away, and she laid down on one side of the blankets. “You won’t be any good tomorrow if you’re exhausted. And besides, if something does come after us in here, we’ll hear it traipsing through the hedges long before it reaches us.”

      I agreed, and I slipped my feet out of my shoes–which, after all the running we’d been doing, I had to admit felt great–and I sat down on the bedding, laying back and stretching out my legs. I glanced over at Julia as I settled in, and in the pale silver glow of the moon she honestly looked almost angelic.

      She smiled and blushed, falling quiet for a little while. When she finally spoke, her voice was soft. “You know, Ruben,” she said, “I’ve been here in this place for a long, long time. I’ve been alone for a lot of that, too.” Glinting in the gentle moonlight, I could see the hint of a tear forming in her eye. “It’s been…it’s been hard, a lot of the time, but I managed, you know? There wasn’t much else to do, so that’s what I did. I never really thought much about leaving. To be honest, I didn’t even really think that was possible.”

      She paused for a moment. “But then you showed up. And now…I don’t know. You’re so strong. So powerful. So good. You just woke up in a world you didn’t understand, and your first thought was about helping someone else. When I came out after you, trying to save you…you ended up saving me.”

      That tear finally broke, trickling down her cheek, and I reached out to softly cup her face, brushing the tear away with my thumb. “Julia, what are you trying to say?” I asked.

      She fell silent again, like she was trying to figure out what she was saying. “I don’t know,” she said, putting her hand over mine. “I guess…now the idea of getting out of here doesn’t seem so impossible. Maybe with you…I mean, we could do it.”

      As she said that, I realized that somehow, while she’d been speaking, our faces had come much closer together. Her eyes looked deep into mine, her lips hung open slightly, and before I could even answer her, we both fell into the deepest of kisses.

      Our tongues danced together between our mouths, and I laid back onto the bedding, drawing her up on top of me. She threw a leg over my body, straddling my lap, and my arms wrapped around her, exploring her body before lowering down to rest on her ass, giving it a playful squeeze that drew a moan from deep inside her.

      “Fuck, Julia,” I breathed out between kisses, and soon enough, the firm sign of my arousal had grown hard beneath her, pressing up against her through our clothes. Her hands quickly reached down to the bottom of my shirt, and in an instant it was lifted up off of me and tossed to the floor, leaving me bare from the waist up. Julia’s hands came to land on my stomach, trailing up to my chest, seductively exploring the muscles that years of hard work and boxing matches had given me.

      Rocking her hips back and forth, grinding against me and whimpering with desire, Julia apparently wanted more. “You feel so good,” she whispered under her breath, and she pulled away from my lips. Sliding down my body, she left a trail of little kisses and licks, her lips pressing to my neck, my collarbone, and my chest. Her tongue teased my nipple as she passed, kissing her way down my stomach, and the closer she got, the harder I became.

      Finally, she reached her destination, and her deft fingers set to undoing my belt buckle, unzipping my jeans, and drawing them down along with the boxer-briefs I had on underneath. As they went, my cock bounced free, and her eyes went wide as she saw the hard shaft, with a little bead of precum gleaming at the top.

      “Holy shit,” she gasped. “You’re bigger than I expected.”

      I couldn’t help smiling–I wasn’t a man to brag, but what fella doesn’t like hearing that?  “Is that a problem?” I asked, one eyebrow raised, like I was challenging her.

      She only answered with a playful wink, and in an instant, her soft lips surrounded the head of my cock, and it disappeared into her mouth. “Oh, fuck,” I muttered, my head tilting backward at the incredibly pleasurable sensation. Her tongue lapped along the underside as she took a little more of me into her mouth, and a little more, and a little more.

      My hands moved up to cup her face, my fingers running through her soft, chestnut curls, not to guide or move her, but to touch her. The little wooden overlook was filled with the sounds of her slurping and licking my cock, and my moans and gasps, getting more ragged as she took me deeper and deeper, until I could feel her nose tickling my stomach.

      Pressure was building inside me, so I reached down and drew Julia off of my cock. Little strands of saliva mingled with precum hung between the head and her lips, and she licked them up, grinning at me. “You liked it that much, huh?” she asked, like she was teasing me.

      “Come here,” I told her, my voice breathy and full of desire. I reached out and cupped her face in my hands, drawing her down to lay on the bedding. Our lips locked in a deep kiss, and my hand trailed down her cheek, along her neck, to her chest. My fingers deftly undid the knot keeping her top together, and her breasts spilled out, sitting proudly upon her chest.

      “Let me fuck you,” I breathed out, leaning down to take one of her nipples into my mouth. My tongue swirled around the little bud as my hands moved down to her cut-off shorts, sliding them down over her hips, revealing the most beautiful, stunning curves I’d ever seen.

      I couldn’t hold myself back any more. “Julia,” I whispered, “I need you.” Laying on top of her, I pulled her legs up to hook them over my shoulders, and even in the intense passion of that moment, I marveled at how flexible she was. My cock nestled right against her pussy, the shaft grinding between her glistening lips, up and down, up and down, until finally, I slipped inside her.

      “Ohh! Ruben!” she screamed, louder than she should have. I put a hand over her mouth, giving her a look that was equal parts stern, playful, and incredibly aroused. The truth was, I wanted to scream too; her pussy was unbelievable. She felt so warm, so wet, and she gripped me so tightly I wasn’t sure I’d be able to fit my whole length inside her.

      She took me, though, as I buried my cock to the base in her tight little pussy. I peppered her neck and shoulder with kisses as I started pumping in and out of her, my moans and grunted breaths sounding in time with my thrusts. Holding myself up with one hand, I let the other trail down from her lips, over her chest, to cup her tits in my palm, massaging it and gently teasing her nipple between my fingers.

      Now that her mouth was uncovered, Julia’s moans and squeals were louder. “Ruben,” she gasped, trying to keep herself as quiet as possible, “Ruben, I…I’m gonna…oh, ohhh, I’m gonna…I’m gonna…” I knew what she was trying to say, and I picked up my speed, using her legs over my shoulders as springs to help me pump in and out of her faster and faster, getting deeper and deeper. I knew I wasn’t going to last much longer either. With every thrust, she gasped, she moaned, and I think she knew she was being too loud, because her arms wrapped around my neck and pulled me in for a deep, passionate kiss that pushed us both over the edge.

      In unison, we moaned into each other’s embrace as our orgasms erupted. My cock bucked and pulsed inside her as she gripped me, squeezing me until I had filled her little pussy with all the cum I had. Her eyes fluttered closed, her legs quivered, and I felt aftershock spasms rippling out through her entire body as her orgasm took her over. My vision grew hazy, and my heart raced as I felt myself being drained.

      When our orgasms finally subsided, we collapsed into each other’s arms, laying naked and coated in a sheen of sweat, breathing heavily into our soft, deliberate kisses. Julia smiled up at me with adoration, an expression of devotion deeper than I think I’d ever seen. “You…oh my god,” she said, trying to catch her breath. “You are amazing, Ruben,” she told me. “I don’t know what it is about you, but I think we might just make it out of here after all.”
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      We fell asleep there on that loose bedding, tangled up in each other’s arms. It may have been a night’s rest on a pile of leaves, twigs, and ratty old blankets, but it was the best sleep of my life.

      Something about having a beautiful woman like Julia in your arms will do that.

      When the darkness of night gave way to the first light of morning, the soft glow of the sun stirred me awake. I brushed Julia’s curls away from her face and kissed her forehead before gently slipping out of the bed, careful not to wake her. I stood and pulled my jeans back on, walking over to the opening in the side of the overlook to get a view of the layout of the overgrown hedge maze. Beyond that, I could see the park. The skeletal frames of rollercoasters seemed to watch over it all, soaring above the pathways, the prize games district, the Safari Zone, the waterpark, everything under their watchful–but silent and unmoving–gaze.

      I heard a sound in the distance, like metal banging on metal, and I glanced over toward Fantasy Circle, the district of the park that was full of carnival-style rides, like the tilt-a-whirl, the spinning teacups, the pendulum ship, and others. Over there, I could make out three shapes; two of them seemed to be those goblin-type people, like Pig Nose and Nixie, but it didn’t look like these were them. The other figure was some kind of animal; it looked catlike, and it might’ve been a lion, but its fur had gone white, and its legs were long, thin, like a spider’s legs. The three of them were digging into a food cart on the side of a park street, which reminded me of Julia’s bizarre admission that food, somehow, was still being found in those carts.

      I’d need to ask about that. As I watched those horrible monsters eat, though, my stomach grumbled. I was hungry, just like they were, but I decided not to think too much about any similarity between me and them.

      It occurred to me then that if there was food enough for Julia, and for these scavengers…was there enough that others might be out there, too? Julia had said something about how the park used to not be lonely, which implied that there at least had been other people here before. Was it possible that there were still others? And if so…was there anything we could do to help them?

      Julia was a strong soul, but even she was afraid of this place, despite living here for her whole life. If she was scared, anyone else who lived here must be scared too.

      As I stood there, looking out over the nearby parts of the park, I let out a little sigh, thinking about the terrible state of this place that had once been full of so much joy.

      “Everything okay?”

      I turned around to see Julia sitting  on the makeshift bed, covering herself with a blanket. She smiled up at me, and I returned the smile. “Yeah, everything’s fine,” I replied, stepping back over to her and sitting down on the wooden floor. Perched there, her hair an absolute mess and her body smudged with dirt from our surroundings, she was still a sight to behold.

      As I settled onto the floor, I looked at her. “Julia, are you alone here?”

      She seemed confused by the question. “What do you mean?” she asked. “You’re here with me.”

      I smiled at the innocence of her answer. “Yes, but that’s not what I meant. I meant. Are there other people in the park? Other people surviving, like you? I don’t mean to drudge up unhappy memories, but the way you’ve talked about the park made it sound like there had been others in the past. Are there any left now?”

      Julia looked pained at my mention of people she had known in the park, glancing out toward the window. Not that I had hurt her by mentioning it, but more like the memories had. She fell silent for a little while before finally answering.

      “I’m not sure. There might be. I guess, I think there are.” She turned to look back at me. “Why?”

      “Well, you said last night that you thought, with me here, we might actually be able to get out of this park, once and for all, right?”

      “Yeah,” she said, reaching out and taking my hand. As she did, the blanket covering her tits slipped down a little ways, revealing more of her. “I still do. You saved my life last night.”

      I smiled again. “We saved each other,” I replied. “We make a pretty good team. And I just think, if you and I could get out together, don’t we have a responsibility to help out the other people trapped in here?”

      “I…I don’t know,” Julia said, her eyes falling to the floor. “Maybe? But even just getting us out of here is going to be really dangerous. I mean, I trust you, but I’m still afraid for us. We’re not safe. Even finding other people, let alone getting them out too…that might be a death wish for us.”

      “Hey,” I said, and I reached out with my hand to gently tilt her chin up to look at me. “With your knowledge of this place as it is, and my big strong arms and stubborn do-gooder instinct,” she laughed a little at that, bolstering both our spirits, “you and I can do anything. You know what I mean?”

      Smiling at me, she nodded. “You’re right.”

      “So you’ll help me find and rescue whoever else is here?”

      “Yes,” she said. “I even know a few places we can look for them. But I think, before we do that, we need to make sure we’ve actually got a way out in the first place. We need to go to the Tunnel of Love and make sure that the escape route even works.”

      “That sounds like a good plan to me,” I replied. “We might want to wait until nightfall, though. I saw a few of those marauders, like the ones we dealt with last night. They were out scavenging, and they had some kind of awful-looking cat creature with them.”

      Julia sighed. “Yes. It’s horrible what’s happened to some of the animals. I don’t even really understand it. I think it must have something to do with the marauders they’re with, because other animals don’t seem to be affected, but I don’t know what’s causing it.”

      Just as she said that, I heard a little snap! sound, like a twig breaking underfoot, coming from below the stairs leading up to the overlook.

      Both Julia and I tensed, and I silently signaled to her that she should put her clothes back on and be ready to run.

      I reached over and picked up the machete, its blade streaked with rust along the edge, and I slowly made my way over to the stairway. I tried to avoid the parts that I knew would creak, though I knew that whatever was down there knew we were there.

      I couldn’t see anything at the bottom of the stairs, but in this overgrowth it wouldn’t be hard for someone to hide in waiting for us. I looked back at Julia over my shoulder, seeing that she was re-tying the knot on her top, and I motioned for her to follow me.

      We slowly descended the steps, careful to keep to the outer edges where they’d be less likely to creak. Immediately at the bottom of the stairs, the path turned a corner, so I raised the machete up high, ready to meet whatever had stalked us out.

      As I leapt out around the corner with Julia close behind, I was greeted with tall ears and a long snout covered in red fur, surrounding beady black eyes. The animal had long, thin legs–it almost reminded me of the feline creature I’d seen with the marauders earlier–and its fur ran black as it got down to the animal’s paws. It tensed up instantly, like it was about to run, but as soon as Julia came around the corner, the beast calmed down.

      “Oh!” she exclaimed with a laugh. “I thought there was something dangerous following us,” she said, approaching the animal. “But no, this is a friend.”

      “You…you know this guy?” I asked, cautiously lowering my machete.

      “Yeah,” she replied. “I mean, we’ve met before. There are a lot of animals who live in the park, and most of them pass through the Safari Zone from time to time. There were animals like him in some of the exhibits, in fact. Isn’t that right, buddy?” She knelt down beside the animal, petting it and running her hands through its fur. It seemed to almost nod in agreement with her.

      “Did you just talk to it?”

      Julia giggled. “Well, yes and no? It’s not like we have conversations with each other, talking back and forth, but the animals do seem to understand me, at least in simple ways.”

      I nodded. Sure, I thought, that might as well be true. “I do think I’ve seen these guys before,” I said, suddenly recalling the maned wolf exhibit in the Safari Zone. “They look like foxes, but they’re not. I think they’re from Brazil or something.” Watching her pet the fox-like animal was almost mesmerizing. She stroked its head, behind the ear, while her other hand opened a pouch on her safari girl top and pulled out a little bit of food.

      “You’ve had food this whole time?” I asked her, and she giggled.

      “I told you, we can find food easily enough,” she said, and that reminded me that, once we’d gotten settled in somewhere else, I needed to ask about how all that worked. “This helps them calm down around you.”

      She glanced up at me, and then put her hand back in the pouch. “Here,” she said, and motioned for me to kneel down beside her. Reaching out, she handed me a piece of food which, upon closer inspection, looked a little like a cut of a sausage or a hot dog. It didn’t look quite like the food the park had sold before all this happened, but it was meat. It would do.

      “Scratch him right here,” she said, indicating the spot on the back of his head, just above the neck, “and then offer him the snack.”

      “Okay,” I said, a little cautiously. I’d never spent a ton of time around animals, particularly wild ones, and I mentioned this to Julia. “So, now I’m the one trusting you.”

      She smiled and nodded. “Just be gentle, and he’ll come around to you.”

      I petted the maned wolf like she showed me, and offered the little scrap to him, and he licked it right up out of my hand. He looked at me curiously, and then his ears flattened down along his head, and he laid down in the grass in front of us.

      “Wow,” I said softly, looking over at Julia, “you’ve really got a way with animals.”

      She laughed. “Why do you think I live in the Safari Zone?”
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      We stayed in the maze that whole day. Julia and I played with the maned wolf, who we named Maze for the place where we met him for a while until he decided to slink away into the hedges. For the rest of the day, we wandered through the sprawling labyrinth, trying to map it out and make sure that it was kept safe. We checked entrances and exits that Julia knew of, cleared the few overgrown paths that we could do quietly, and generally kept ourselves busy while we waited for nightfall.

      As the sky eventually went from blue to orange and pink, purple, and finally a dark, starry black, we got ready to leave. Julia carried the machete, and I reattached the shovel head to its handle, making it a pretty effective blunt weapon.

      Hopefully, we wouldn’t have to use them, but there was no way to know.

      We made our way carefully to one of the make-shift maze exits, cut cleverly out of the hedge wall. Once we were satisfied that the coast was clear, we set off along the park pathway, sticking to trees, benches, and anything else that might help hide us from anyone watching.

      I really couldn’t get over just how menacing the park seemed at night. It was so wildly different from how I remembered it.

      For as long as I’d been coming here, Wonder Island had been basically the definition of fun. It was full of colorful lights and whimsical games, exciting shows and unbeatable rides. It was always packed with people laughing, eating overpriced park food and cotton candy, and enjoying themselves. Whether I came with family, friends, or on my own, it never failed to light up my day.

      All that was completely different now. The park was silent, aside from the occasional sound of skittering animals. Weirdly, I didn’t hear any birds; I hadn’t noticed that before, but now that I had, it bothered me. Here and there, we would hear sounds that I assumed came from the marauders, but they were soft enough that I hoped they were far away from us.

      The park itself was dark and eerie. As we circled the maze and drew closer to the bridge over the lazy river, I eyed the rides over at Fantasy Circle. The Carousel sat still; back when it still moved, the legs of the horses and unicorns and dragons would move as the ride went, like they were galloping along, but now they stood like dark, moonlit watchmen over their area of the park. The black tentacles of the Octopus ride reached up into the sky like an eldritch beast from a horror novel, a testament that this place had become unnatural.

      Then, standing in the middle of all these rides was the Pirate Storm, the largest pirate ship ride in the world. With two decks, one enclosed and one in the open air, this thing was massive, and now it stood like a sentinel, with a mechanical pirate captain at the helm and a mermaid gripping the bow. Its mast reached up high into the sky, acting as the pivot by which the ship swung from its supports. I’d always wanted to climb up there and look out at the park from the crow’s nest.

      And then, off in the far distance, Castle Wonder, that worn-down fortress. Beside it, the Ferris Wheel, like an enormous unblinking eye watching over the park. In the center of that eye, painted onto the core, was a picture of Mr. Wonder, the owner of the park, with his trademark suit and mustache. Just like everything else in the park, the picture was worn and faded to the point that I could barely even make it out, but in the pale moonlight, I could tell he was there.

      It gave me an uneasy feeling, but I pressed on nonetheless.

      We reached the crossroads under the swooping bones of the rollercoaster, and set off alongside the lazy river toward the Tunnel of Love. Maybe it was the darkness of night, but the water looked thicker, like it was running slower than it used to. And, hell, it was a lazy river, so it was never moving quickly to begin with. In a flicker of moonlight, I saw what looked like a hand reaching up out of the water, but, no, it was metallic. Probably a pipe, or a piece of debris, something like that.

      Trees hung over the pathway, and back when the park was running well, these trees provided shade and a romantic atmosphere to the patrons. Now, though, they seemed much more sinister, like creeping, bony hands reaching out over us, waiting to drop down and grab us.

      After a while of stalking under the barren trees along the black river, we came around a bend, and up ahead I spotted the Tunnel of Love. It was an enormous building, built into the side of a large hill. It vaguely looked like one of those Las Vegas quick wedding chapels, except in place of a door, there was a huge semicircle with the words TUNNEL OF LOVE written in light bulbs that had long since gone dark.

      Over the top of the entrance, there was a faded painting of Mr. Wonder in a Cupid outfit, and on the roof of the building, glinting in the moonlight, stood two animatronic Cherubs that probably hadn’t moved in decades. Or, however long this place had been deserted and crumbling.

      “There it is,” Julia said, just under her breath. “Let’s go inside.”

      I glanced back at Julia and nodded, raising my shovel to suggest that we should be prepared for trouble. After all, if Julia knew about the rumored access hatches inside there, then it was conceivable that others might have heard of them too. There was no way to be sure what we’d meet inside the tunnel.

      We approached carefully, swiveling our eyes this way and that to make sure we weren’t being followed. As we got closer, it became clear that the Tunnel of Love was a canal, sort of its own style of lazy river, except that the patrons would ride in a little boat shaped like two swans. I’m sure, to some people, it would’ve been romantic, but even if I wasn’t seeing it in a grim, post-apocalyptic context, I think I still would’ve rolled my eyes.

      “Should we take a boat?” Julia whispered. “It might be a little loud, cutting through the water…”

      “Yeah, I think you’re right,” I replied. “Let’s just walk along the lip of the canal, where the maintenance people would’ve walked, and try not to fall in.”

      She nodded, and we started heading inside. Before entering, I glanced around us once more, down the pathway, back toward the lazy river, up at the top of the building where that sole Cherub stood watching-

      Wait, I thought. Was there one Cherub before? I couldn’t remember for certain, but I thought I had seen two earlier, when we first approached.

      Had I seen it wrong? It wasn’t as if one of the Cherubs could have fallen off the roof or something; that would have been loud enough to hear from all over.

      I shook my head, deciding it ultimately didn’t matter if there had been one Cherub or two on top of the Tunnel of Love. They were animatronics in a park that had lost power many years earlier. Certainly not my main concern.

      Still, the thought was a little unsettling.
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      Deeper, deeper, deeper we went into the Tunnel of Love. It was dark at first, but a ways into the tunnel we found a string of emergency lights running along the sides of the canal. Where they got their power, I had no idea, but I was grateful that I could see. It occurred to me, later than it should have, that without any light down here we would’ve been goners.

      Along the way, Julia reached out and grabbed my hand. At first, I thought she’d seen a threat, but, no. She just held my hand softly. Maybe it was the romantic ambiance–there was some of that left, I supposed–of the Tunnel of Love, or maybe it was just that exploring an underground tunnel half-full of water was dangerous and it was better to keep close. Either way, I held her hand back.

      The tunnel itself looked incredibly creepy the deeper we got. The support structures to keep it from collapsing were these large arches, made of some kind of stone or concrete, but in the dim orange light of the emergency runners, they looked like a giant rib cage, like we were walking further and further into Jonah’s whale. An actual whale probably wouldn’t have smelled much worse, either; having gone who knew how many decades without any maintenance, it smelled like a swamp in the Tunnel.

      Around almost every turn in the canal, there stood little statues, surrounded by long-dead shrubberies, depicting scenes from the life of a couple in love. At one corner, a stone boy and girl in their late teens shared an ice cream cone. At another, a woman sat on a man’s lap, kissing him, and around another bend, a stone man knelt on one knee in front of a woman with a ring in his hand. They were both still and eerie, and I couldn’t help thinking about how they hadn’t been seen by anyone in decades, until now. Flowing past them, the water was mostly still, but it lapped against the sides of the canal, creating a sort of dull, constant echo.

      “Any idea how far we’ll have to go before we find these access tunnels?” I asked, as quietly as I could, after we’d been walking for quite a while.

      “No,” Julia admitted, and I could see the worry on her face.

      My head whipped around as I heard the sound of a splash behind us, and in the glow of the emergency runner lights, I saw a figure approaching. No, two figures. I reached out and grabbed Julia around the waist, pulling her behind the statue of the proposal, and we fell to our knees behind the stone people, watching.

      It was probably more of those marauders, I figured, and I gripped the shovel tightly. They weren’t even trying to hide their approach, just traipsing through the water. We’d been so careful about being quiet, I had to assume they couldn’t know where we were, exactly, so we could at least get the jump on them. I readied my arm to strike as soon as I saw them.

      When I saw them, though, I hesitated, because these were definitely not the marauders.

      Around the corner came one of the most unsettling things I had ever seen. It looked like a giant baby, about the height of a full-grown man, though most of its skin-colored paint had worn off, leaving behind just streaks across a body that looked to be made of plastic. The thing moved in shuddered, jolting motions, like it was still getting the hang of having a body. Its limbs were divided up into segments at the joints, and it held a fake harp in one hand. Two dots of sickly magenta light shone from where its eyes should have been, and its mouth was frozen in place, a cartoonishly large smile marked on either side with rosy cheeks. Out of its back grew these stationary wings, made to look like those of a dove, which gave it a shape that was much larger than it should have had. Behind it came another robotic winged baby, its head twisting this way and that, looking for us.

      You have got to be fucking kidding me, I thought. These things were those damn animatronic Cherubs. They’re fucking alive? What the hell happened to this park?

      I glanced over at Julia to see her reaction. She looked scared, but not as surprised as I must have. Like she knew this might be a risk of coming here.

      The initial plan of jumping on these guys as soon as they came around the corner wasn’t going to work anymore; I had no idea how tough they were, but they certainly didn’t look as frail and decrepit as the marauders like Pig Nose and Nixie. I touched Julia on the hand, cautioning her to hold on, and as the two Cherubs started to move past us, I inched out from behind the statues.

      Being careful to stay as quiet as we possibly could, Julia and I crept away, using the Cherubs’ loud splashing in the water as cover for our escape. We kept to the lip of the canal, which required us to hug the wall, meaning we couldn’t move very quickly. Still, we started putting some distance between us and the Cherubs, and I breathed a quick sigh of relief as it looked like we had successfully avoided them. Sure, we weren’t out of the woods yet, we’d need to find a place to hide until we were sure they were gone, and-

      Just as I was letting my mind wander to more practical concerns, Julia’s foot slipped off the lip of the canal. With a yelp of surprise, she plunged into the water, and she pulled me right into it too. One second I was inching along, and the next I was submerged in dark, murky, freezing water.

      I jumped up and gasped for air, lunging over to pull Julia to her feet as well. Standing there, we were both about up to our waists in water, her being a little deeper. As soon as she was secured, I looked down the Tunnel, and in the soft orange haze, I saw the two Cherubs turning around to look directly at us with those magenta pinprick eyes.

      “There!” called out an electronically-toned voice–although where it came from I had no idea since their mouths didn’t move–and the two of them started splashing through the water, barreling toward us.

      “Run!” I yelled to Julia, and we turned to move, but it was no use; we couldn’t move anywhere close to fast in the water. “Here, get back up there,” I said, reaching down to put my arms around her, just below her ass, and I lifted Julia up out of the water so she could get onto the lip. I quickly put my hands on the side of the canal and pulled myself up as well, the dark, swampy water pouring down my body. It cost us a few precious seconds, but now we could at least move a little quicker.

      Using the tiny bit of surface the edge of the Tunnel afforded us, we moved as quickly as we could. The Cherubs gave chase, the sounds of their animatronic bodies breaking the water behind us. We could move quicker than them, but not fast enough to get out of hearing their pursuit. As we passed by the statues again, this time the glow from the orange lights cast shadows on their faces that looked to me like they were frozen in fear, or in sinister glee.

      Julia and I turned a bend in the canal, finally reaching the long, straight way to the entrance, and… it was shut. A set of heavy doors, doors that I hadn’t even noticed when we entered, had closed over the entrance to the Tunnel. “What is…why is it shut?” I asked, still rushing toward it.

      “I don’t know!” Julia replied frantically.

      “How is it shut?” I asked again, reaching the doors and banging on them with my fists, smacking them with the shovel, but they wouldn’t budge.

      “I’ll try to get them open,” Julia said, trying to work the blade of the machete in between the doors.

      “Yeah, see what you can do,” I told her, but I knew there was nothing for it. The cacophonous approach of the Cherubs was getting louder, and they didn’t sound like they were in the mood for romance. What they did want, I had no idea, but whatever it was, I wasn’t about to give it up. It was here and now, us or them. I made my way back down toward the bend, with Julia behind me, and I raised my shovel like a baseball bat, ready to swing.

      As the first one came around the corner, I leapt into the air, swinging the shovel down and smashing it into the Cherub’s creepy, smiling baby face. The blade split the plastic case over its head, smacking into whatever mechanical innards it had inside there. The blow didn’t really seem to phase the Cherub, but when I tried to pull it back, I realized the shovel was lodged inside its head.

      “This is Wonder Island Security Patrol business,” the mechanical voice inside the thing said. “Submit to arrest!”

      I yanked once, twice, but the shovel blade wasn’t coming out, and with another Cherub coming right behind this one, I knew I didn’t have the time to keep tugging on its head. “Any luck, Julia?” I yelled.

      “No!” she replied. “I’m trying!”

      If I kept wrestling with this one, the other Cherub was going to be able to just walk right past me and head for Julia. So, with a heave of my weight, I twisted my body and threw myself into the water, putting the Cherub off balance and dragging it down with me. We both crashed beneath the surface and water rushed inside its protective casing, flooding its electronic insides. I heard its warbling voice wailing, distorted through the water, but I couldn’t make out any words. After a moment or two, it fell still.

      I was about to jump out of the water when I felt the uncanny weight of an animatronic foot come down on my chest as the other Cherub didn’t bother walking around me, and just walked on top of me. Whatever air was still in my lungs was pushed out, and if it hadn’t been for the water buoying the Cherub up a little bit, I think my ribs would have cracked.

      As soon as it passed over me, its heavy foot finally lifting from my chest, I scrambled to my feet, gasping for air the moment my head broke the surface. Just past the lumbering figure of the Cherub, I saw Julia at the doorway, still trying to pry it open, glancing back at her pursuer with fearful eyes.

      “Submit to arrest!” the electronic voice demanded. The Cherub reached her, and Julia wrenched the machete out of the door and swung it at her attacker, but the robotic Cherub lifted its false harp. The machete blade slipped in between the iron strings of the harp, and the Cherub tossed the weapon aside, its other hand reaching up to grab her arm.

      With an almost animalistic growl, I ran and leapt up at the back of the Cherub, my hands grasping its wings, and I practically climbed it like a tree until I could wrap one arm around its neck. I couldn’t exactly choke it out, since it didn’t need to breathe, but my weight on its back pulled it away from Julia. It maintained its powerful grip on her wrist, pulling her away from the door.

      The Cherub’s arm spun around, smacking me in the side of the head with its harp and drawing blood in a gash across my cheek. I lost my grip around its neck, falling backward into the water. When I came up out of the murky blackness, the Cherub was dragging Julia by the wrist. “Submit to arrest!” it repeated. “Cease resisting and come with me!” Where it was going to take her, I had no idea, but I knew I couldn’t let that happen.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a flash of something metallic, and for a moment, I thought it was another one of these animatronic Cherubs. When I glanced over, though, I saw the glinting blade of the machete, laying askew on the lip of the canal. I reached over and closed my hand around the wet handle, and I drew the weapon close.

      The Cherub was so distracted with Julia’s fierce struggling that it didn’t seem to hear me as I came up behind it, but when I worked the machete’s blade under the lip of its plastic casing, it stopped immediately. I stabbed up into its head from behind, severing wires and damaging hardware. Its hulking form slowed for a second, and its head tried to turn to see what had happened, but it lost power before it could pivot. The giant baby-like robot lurched to a stop, and the sickening magenta light in its eyes went dark.

      Julia and I stood there, panting and shaking, silent for several moments. Finally, I reached over and helped her free her hand from the dead grip of the Cherub.

      “What the hell was that?” I finally asked. “What are these things?”

      “I…I don’t really know,” Julia replied, a quiver in her voice. “I really shouldn’t have come with you…”

      “What do you mean?” I put my arm around her and drew her down to sit on the lip of the canal, holding her close.

      “I just…I didn’t think it would come up,” she continued, and her voice finally broke into a sob. “I thought I could avoid it. It hasn’t happened in a while, so I thought, y’know, maybe they forgot, or maybe they were distracted by something else.”

      “Who?”

      “I don’t even know that!” She shrugged. “Whoever’s controlling the animatronics in the park. I don’t know who it is, but they’ve been following me. Trying to take me. I don’t know why. I thought…” She wiped a tear from her cheek. “I hadn’t seen them in a long time, so I thought I had outrun them, or they’d given up, but I guess not.” She looked up at me, a deep, heavy sorrow in her golden eyes, made darker by the shadows cast by the emergency lights. “I shouldn’t have come with you. It’s not safe. They only came here because of me. It’s…it’s my fault.”

      As she started to weep, I pulled her tight, my hand resting on her head. “No. Come on, now, of course it’s not your fault,” I said. “Whoever is attacking you, whoever sent these things after us, they’re the one at fault. They’re the ones trying to hurt someone else.” I tilted her chin back so she looked me in the eyes. “But it sounds like this place is even more dangerous than I realized. Which means it’s even more important that we figure out who’s doing this, find a way out, and help anyone else trapped in here.”

      I gently placed my hand on her cheek. “I’m going to need your help now more than ever, Julia. Are you with me?”

      Her wide, pretty eyes seemed almost in shock that I would still want her around, despite the danger, but her surprise quickly turned to determination. “Yeah,” she said, her voice already sounding stronger, more certain. “I’m with you.”
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      I don’t know how long we sat there, on the lip of the canal, holding each other, but we didn’t move for a long time. It may have been because neither of us wanted to let the other go, and we felt safer in each other’s arms than we had anywhere else in the park. It might also have had something to do with the fact that we had no idea where to go. We hadn’t found any access tunnels, and the doors of the Tunnel of Love were shut, so we weren’t really sure how to get out anyway. So, for a while, we just stayed there.

      With a start, though, we both jumped when we heard the sound of splashing water, and a deep rumble somewhere down the tunnel. “What was that?” Julia asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Do you think it’s them?” she wondered. “Do you think more of those animatronic things found us?”

      “I don’t know,” I said again, slowly taking my arm off of her and easing myself into the water. I wasn’t totally quiet, but those splashing sounds were still happening, and getting louder, so I didn’t worry too much about staying quiet. I made my way over to the body of the first Cherub, where my shovel was still lodged inside it, and, putting my foot on the robot’s back, I finally yanked the shovel out of its fried electronic innards.

      “Here,” I whispered, handing the machete back to Julia, and I snuck forward a bit, peaking around the corner and down the winding tunnel. For a second, I thought I saw the splashing water, but…there wasn’t any Cherub to be seen, so I figured I must have been seeing things.

      Still…I couldn’t shake this strange feeling.

      “Do you see anything?” Julia asked under her breath.

      “No,” I replied, glancing back at her, “but I think we’re not alone. I think we’re being watched.”

      She nodded and clutched the machete tighter, and I started moving forward. That feeling was still there, though, digging at me, like little hot spots on my skin where some unseen eyes stared at me.

      I took a few more steps through the water, and it erupted in front of me, a huge splash sending water throughout the tunnel. “Who’s there?” I demanded; it was clear that someone new was fucking with us. “Who are you?”

      A loud crack sounded, like the snap of a whip, and suddenly there was a woman standing in front of us, up on the lip of the canal. I stared up at her as the water fell around me, taking her in. She was tall, and somehow, despite living in this post-apocalyptic wasteland, she was stunningly beautiful. Her long blonde hair flowed down her shoulders and chest in thick curls, accentuating the swell of her tits, her narrow waist, and her flaring hips. She wore a white tank top that was cleaner than I would have expected, and a pair of tight black pants that shone against the orange emergency lights, highlighting every curve of her body.

      When my gaze finally reached her face, I saw an incredible anger burning in her eyes.

      “Tell me who you are!” she commanded.

      I raised up my free hand, lowering the shovel. “I’m Ruben,” I told her, and then, indicating to Julia, “and this is-”

      “Julia?” the woman said, eyes wide.

      “Keely?” Julia asked.

      Glancing back and forth between them, my surprise and confusion must have been obvious. “Wait,” I said, “you two know each other?”

      “Kind of,” the new woman–Keely, apparently–said.

      “I thought you had…” Julia hesitated, and her voice fell soft. “I thought you had left. Gone somewhere else.”

      For a second, Keely hung her head, and it looked to me like a feeling of regret flashed across her face. “Yeah, well, I didn’t. It’s just…it’s easier to go unseen when you can make it so no one can see you.”

      “I guess so,” Julia replied.

      “Anyway, it’s good to see you again,” Keely said, “but you two need to leave. This is my tunnel now. I’ve got a pretty good thing going here. I’ve been almost completely unbothered for a long time, and now you two show up and suddenly Cupid’s WISP goons are stalking around here.”

      “WISP?” I asked.

      “Wonder Island Security Patrol,” Keely answered, and then just moved past it, as if that were a totally normal thing to say.

      “Well, where else are we supposed to go?” Julia asked. “I thought, I mean, we were basically following you. I thought you had escaped the island through here, through the access tunnels.” I heard a crack in Julia’s voice as she started to realize she had been mistaken.

      “No, I’m…I’m sorry,” Keely said. “I thought the same thing back then, but it’s not true. There are access tunnels in here, for maintenance and that sort of thing, but they don’t lead outside at all. I just stayed here because it was safe, there was nothing for the scavengers down here, so they never wandered this far, and Cupid…well, I think he hates this place, so I thought I’d be safe from him here.” She glanced over at the crumpled bodies of the Cherubs, half-submerged in the water, as if to underscore that her safety here had been compromised by us.

      “So, it’s hopeless,” Julia said, and she looked like she wanted to just sink down into the water. “We can’t get out. I thought we could, but we can’t, can we?”

      “Hey,” I said, pulling her in for a close hug. “We’ll find a way. Don’t worry. This isn’t it, but we’ll figure it out.” I turned back to Keely. “We are trying to get out of the park. We thought we could get out through here, but now we’re trapped inside. The doors are shut.”

      “Yeah,” Keely admitted, “that was me. I saw that you had come in here, and I rushed to the doorway to trigger the emergency doors. I wasn’t quick enough to keep them out, but I was invisible, so they couldn’t see me.”

      Julia still wept against my chest, in some tangled mix of embarrassment, despair, and fear. “Wait, yeah, that’s another thing,” I said, shaking my head, “how did you do that?”

      “How did I do what?”

      “Turn invisible!”

      She looked at me like I was the weird one. “What, are you new here?” she asked, and then her eyes widened. “Wait, you are new here! I’ve never seen you before! Where did you come from?”

      “Um…” It looked like we both had stories to tell. “Here, that’s a long story, and I’m sure yours is too, so how about this. Why don’t you open up the doors and let us out? Then we can get out of your hair and stop bothering you.” That last line probably sounded a little harsher than I’d meant it, but I wasn’t heavy on patience at the moment. Having fought off two giant robot babies, and with my clothes completely soaked through with nasty canal water, I just wanted to get somewhere safe. And if there was a new pair of jeans there waiting for me, all the better.

      “Yeah, alright,” Keely said. For a second, it looked like she was having second thoughts, but she started walking along the lip of the canal, back up toward the doors. “Hopefully they’ve gone. I didn’t see any others, but you can never be sure.”

      “Well, if there’s any more of them, we’ll deal with it,” I said with a shrug, following her. “I’ll just be glad to get out of the water.” We made our way back toward the doors, and when we finally reached them, I slipped my arm around Julia and helped her up onto the lip of the canal before pulling myself up. My clothes were absolutely soaked, heavy with water, but if we were done with the Tunnel of Love, that was fine with me.

      “Here’s the activation switch,” Keely said, moving her hand to an almost imperceptible lever, hidden between the grooves in the tunnel wall. She looked back at us with a little smirk. “Don’t tell anyone about it, okay?”

      I nodded, and she flipped the lever. As soon as she did, I heard a little clicking sound as the doors unlocked, and slowly they started to separate, pulled apart by some internal mechanism. The doors opened up to show the same dark, abandoned park that we’d left behind not all that long ago.

      “Stay safe out there,” Keely said, looking at us both, “alright?”
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      A light, cool breeze blew in from outside as the doors opened up, and Julia and I stepped outside into the moonlight. “You should be fine,” Keely said as we passed. “Just try to stay next to the trees so you’re harder to spot.”

      “Yeah, we’ll be alright,” I replied, looking back at her.

      “No,” Julia said, her voice sounding firm. “No, Ruben, I…I can’t go with you anymore.”

      “What?” I asked, a little shocked. “What do you mean? Why not?”

      “Because!” she replied, smacking her hands defiantly against my chest. “Every fucking time I come with you, something goes wrong. First those marauders attacked, and they tried to capture me. This time the damn WISP came after us!” She sobbed again, tears of anger. “I’m more of a danger to you than anything else right now. Wherever we go, they’ll hunt for me.”

      “No, come on, Julia,” I said, trying to keep my arms around her. “We’re in this together, remember? You said you were with me, right?”

      Despite my attempts to hold onto her, Julia slipped out of my arms and moved away, the machete in her hand glinting in the pale light of the moon. “That was before. That was when we were just up against a bunch of withered freaks. I’m sorry. This is too much now. I’m doing this for your safety, please understand.”

      “Julia! Wait!” I called, but she was already running.

      “No!” Keely shouted after her. “It’s not safe!” With a frustrated groan, and that whip-crack sound, she vanished into thin air.

      I took a beat to sigh; I knew I had to go after her. But just as I started running, I heard the sound of other footsteps. Looking to the right and left, I saw more figures chasing after Julia. One of them was another Cherub, its eyes glowing magenta–how many more of those could there be? The other one…the other one was clearly from another part of the park. It was from Dino World. I could tell by the powerful legs, the tree-trunk tail, and the rows of long teeth in its open jaws.

      It wasn’t as tall as a real T-Rex, standing only about as tall as me, but still. A god damn dinosaur was chasing her. And its eyes were glowing too.

      As soon as Julia realized what was chasing her, she screamed, but above all else, she was a fighter. She stopped and pivoted, swinging the machete at the Cherub. She managed to catch it under the armpit, sending a spray of sparks across the ground. A metallic, tinny groan sounded from the Cherub’s mouth speaker, and it stepped back, reassessing the situation.

      Julia was still facing down the T-Rex, though, and she squared her shoulders, ready to take it on. She didn’t have a chance to, though, because I was hot on its tail, and I leapt up onto its back, knocking it to the ground. The two of us rolled and stood up, almost in sync with each other, and I found myself staring into its toothy maw.

      I knew the teeth were fake, probably some kind of plastic, but I figured they’d still pierce through skin just fine.

      With a quick spinning motion to gain momentum, I swung the shovel and cracked it against the dino’s head. He was strong and tough, but he wasn’t very fast. He lunged forward to bite me, but I dodged to the side and swung again, bringing the side of the shovel’s blade right down onto his neck, breaking the rubbery skin and exposing the electronics underneath.

      He’d gotten wise to my moves, though; the next time I swung the shovel, the T-Rex caught it right in his mouth, the teeth locking in around the handle so I couldn’t pull it out. He shook his head back and forth, and I had to let go of the shovel to keep him from pulling my arm out of its socket. With a roar, he bit down, and I heard a little groan, followed by a snapping sound, and the shovel shattered in two.

      “Fuck,” I muttered, and I glanced over at Julia. She was still dealing with the Cherub, and she was quicker than him, but not by much. She managed to pierce the plastic skin of the Cherub’s belly, but by then, its powerful, vice-like hand had grabbed her, and it was trying to force the harp in its other hand down over her head, trapping it between the frame and the strings, like a collar.

      She needed my help, and I didn’t have time to waste on this dinosaur. It lunged at me, trying to bite with those dagger-like teeth, but I dove under its body, rolling and sending a kick to the side of its head. Then, throwing myself at it, I climbed up onto the T-Rex’s back.

      It let out a roar that sounded like it had been blatantly ripped off from Jurassic Park, and it tried to buck me off, but I’d already gotten where I needed to be.

      Straddling its shoulders right at the base of its neck, I reached my hand into the gash I’d cut with the shovel head. Inside, I felt wires and tubes, powering the animatronics, pumping hydraulic fluid to its joints, and I pulled as hard as I could. My arm straining against the machine’s innards, I finally felt a few things pop–wires coming undone and pneumatic tubes bursting. The T-Rex roared again, but the sound was crackly and garbled, and it soon fell to its knees and collapsed.

      I leapt off the twitching body of the T-Rex and sprinted toward the Cherub. It hadn’t quite gotten the harp down over Julia’s head yet, and when I barreled into its side, the harp went flying. We both crashed to the ground, and I was lucky I landed on top, because its weight probably would have crushed me. With my knees down on its arms, and no weapon aside from my fists, I started wailing on its face.

      Punching down as hard as I could, I put a dent in its forehead, and then over its left eye. “Julia!” I yelled out. “Machete!” I heard a flurry of footsteps as she ran over to me, reaching out and giving me the handle of the weapon. As she got close, the Cherub reached out and grabbed her ankle, so I responded by hacking down on its forearm with the machete, severing some of its internal pieces.

      I looked down at the Cherub’s neck, where the plastic casing broke into segments, allowing it to turn its head. I saw a hint of exposed wiring there, so I quickly slashed down, essentially cutting the animatronic’s throat. One slash wasn’t quite enough to finish the job–maybe I was tired–but the second one dug into its wires and actuators, and the Cherub fell still, the light in its eyes fading to black.

      Breathing heavily, I sat back on my haunches, leaving the machete embedded in the Cherub’s throat. “Fucking shit,” I muttered, looking over at Julia. “How many more of those things are we gonna have to deal with?”

      Her expression told me all I needed to know. She was staring, wide-eyed, right behind me. As I turned around, I saw a dark figure hovering in the sky, with two pinpricks of pink light where its eyes must have been. The figure was tall, heavier than the other Cherubs, and little dancing faerie lights of red, green, orange, and purple floated through the air around his body.

      His face was similar to the other Cherubs, baby-like with big rosy cheeks and a smile that seemed to stretch across its entire head. The smile was open, and I could just make out the wire mesh of a speaker in between its teeth. Its body was that same plastic covering, although its arms looked more life-like, with more agile articulation. Wings stretched out from its back, far wider than the Cherubs’ wings, and they moved, flapping, holding the figure up in the air.

      I couldn’t believe what I was seeing, but I knew immediately what it was.

      Cupid.
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      “You’ve caused a lot of trouble tonight,” Cupid said, his voice oddly stern and mechanical, like a police officer talking through a fast food drive-thru speaker. “That’s, what, four of my agents you’ve deactivated? Honestly,I would be angry if I weren’t so impressed.”

      “Save it, Baby Face,” I growled back. “We didn’t do anything to you before you sent those goons. What do you want with us?”

      The speaker in its mouth let out a low, monotone laugh, which made its smile look all the more sinister. “It’s not about what I want, and it’s not about you.” With a little plastic creak, his head turned to face Julia. “Give yourself up, Julia. Come along nice and easy, and your friend here can wander off peacefully…until he’s killed by the many other dangers that roam the park, but that’s not really my business.”

      Julia looked conflicted, frozen with uncertainty; I knew she didn’t want to give in to this animatronic wacko, but she didn’t want to risk me getting hurt, either.

      “No,” I answered for her, standing up and stepping between them. “She’s not going anywhere, especially not with someone wearing a plastic diaper.” I took the machete from Julia’s trembling hand, raising it up in the air and pointing it at him like a sword. “So fuck off, and fuck you. Go back to your crib.”

      I could have almost sworn that the magenta light in Cupid’s eyes grew dark red. “I asked nicely,” he said. “I didn’t have to do that, you know. But you’ve forced my hand.” Leaning forward, Cupid’s wings swung behind him, and he fell into a dive, flying right at us. I didn’t know what to expect, so as he screamed in on the approach, I readied the machete to swing down.

      At the right moment, I slashed downward with the machete, but he flared out his wings to block the blow. The machete dug into his wing, but the wing still snapped out at me, smacking me across the arm and torso and sending the machete spinning off in some random direction. The blow sent me flying off the pathway, crashing into an old garbage can that crumpled under my weight. Decades-old trash spilled out and scattered as I rolled across the ground and sprung to my feet.

      Shaking my head and trying to catch my breath, I saw Julia struggling with Cupid. She had managed to grab onto a bench on the side of the path, and he was trying to pry her off, to pull her into the sky. She kicked her leg out and landed a really solid blow into his smile, the sort of kick that would have knocked out a few teeth if he’d had any real ones.

      As it was, the kick bent the mesh grill over his speaker, making his voice sound even more garbled and gravelly. “You little bitch!” he roared, grabbing her by the feet and pulling her into the air. “Stop resisting! You are under arrest!”

      Glancing around me, I looked for the broken shovel, the only weapon I could think of, but I couldn’t find it anywhere. Instead, I scooped down and snatched up the lid to the trash can; it wasn’t much, but it had a handle I could hold like a shield, and, hey, you can bludgeon someone with just about anything.

      Charging at Cupid again, I had to leap up into the air and grab his arm, my weight pulling him down despite the flapping of his enormous wings.

      “Let go of me!” he bellowed. “This is official WISP b-”

      Before he could answer, I used his downward momentum to twist my body and slam the edge of the trash can lid against his face, stopping him in mid-sentence. He jerked backward, letting go of Julia and rolling through the air.

      “Alright,” he said, squaring off toward me. “Priorities have been changed. First, I kill you, and then I arrest her.”

      “Yeah, I’m real scared,” I said, holding up the trash lid shield. “You’re a big floating baby. What are you gonna do about it?”

      I started to regret my confidence when he began to laugh, a low, rumbling laugh that suggested there was something I didn’t know. He slowly reached behind his back and drew out a long, red archer’s bow.

      Of course, I thought. Of fucking course he had a bow.

      Cupid retrieved an arrow from what looked like a sling behind his waist, nocked it, and pulled the bowstring back.

      “He’s armed!” I yelled, and as he let the first arrow fly, I raised up my garbage lid shield, darting in front of Julia.

      With a loud clang, the arrow hit the dead center of my shield, putting a little dent in the metal disc. Another arrow struck the shield, and another, and another, and while I was doing a pretty good job of blocking these shots, I knew it couldn’t be long before one of these arrows pierced through.

      “Julia!” I called out to her. “He’s focused on me! Run back to the tunnel!”

      “I’m not going to leave you here!” she shouted back.

      “I’ll be right behind you,” I yelled. “Just go!” With a frustrated, reluctant groan, Julia relented, and she leapt off the park bench and sprinted back toward the wide-open mouth of the tunnel.

      “Oh, I think you’ll find,” Cupid shouted through his speaker-mouth, “that I can multitask.”

      From behind the shield, I heard him let another arrow fly. The bowstring twanged, the arrow whistled as it flew through the air, and Julia let out a shriek as the arrow pierced her calf, knocking her to the pavement and pinning her to the ground.

      “No!” I roared, and I spun in place, leaning into the turn with all my weight, and I hurled the trash can lid like a discus up at the animatronic demon-baby. The lid slammed into his face with a hard crack, breaking through his plastic cheek just below his eye and spinning his head around until it faced backwards.

      “Aaugh!” Cupid shrieked, and as he tried to twist his head back around, his wings brought him low. Low enough that, if I ran and jumped, I could grab him and pull him to the ground. Part of me wanted dearly to run to Julia, to get the arrow out of her and care for her, but I knew that if I did that, I’d be giving Cupid time to fix himself, and then we’d both be exposed.

      I had to act now.

      “Don’t worry, Julia!” I yelled and started sprinting toward Cupid. “I’ll be right there!” Mustering all my strength, I leapt and wrapped my arms around Cupid’s waist, yanking him down out of the air. With a heavy thud, he landed on his front, and I climbed onto his back.

      That hideous face stared back up at me. It would have been haunting anyway, but the glowing magenta eyes, the hovering motes of faerie lights, the gash under his right eye, and the twisted, broken mesh of his speaker made him truly a horror to look at.

      But I wasn’t much interested in looking at him.

      “H-hey! Get off of me!” he growled as my first punch came down, putting a dent in his forehead. The second punch was a right hook, knocking his head to the side. I cut my hand on the third hit, my first cracking against the gash in his cheek, smearing streaks of blood across his face.

      As full of anger as I was, though, I wasn’t strong enough to end the fight like this. His wings were flapping, and his body was bucking and shaking, trying to throw me off. I did my best to hold on, but as his wings flared, he started to lift into the sky, carrying me with him.

      “I guess you’re the one coming with me, then,” he said, his backwards head staring into my eyes.

      “Ruben!” called out a voice, but it wasn’t Julia. I looked down at the ground, just behind me, and I saw Keely standing there, holding the head of the shovel. “Catch!” she shouted and tossed it up to me.

      “Thanks!” I caught the collar of the shovel blade in my hand, and then turned to look Cupid in the eye. “I think you’re going home empty handed, asshole,” I sneered, and I reared back, thrusting down with the shovel and stabbing it directly into his left eye.

      The tinny, mechanical scream that sounded out of his speaker would probably have been funny if it hadn’t been so frightening. As the shovel pierced his face, the wound spewed out the magenta light, and his body started to convulse. I knew I wasn’t going to be able to hold on for long, but I didn’t want to fall onto the pavement, so I dropped down, grabbing onto his right wing to put him off balance until he flew over a grassy area beside the paved path. Leaving the shovel blade lodged in his face, I let go, falling the fifteen to twenty feet, and landing with a roll.

      With a groan and a roar of anger, pain, and fury, Cupid flew higher into the air, leaving me far behind. His wings flapped, though their motions were stilted and weak; the shovel head seemed to have really done its job. He could still fly, but barely, and it looked like he was limping into the air as he grew higher. Soon enough, though, he was up over the treetops, probably high enough to see the entire park, and his voice called out, booming louder than it had ever been before.

      “Citizens of Wonder Island!” Cupid bellowed. “Agents of WISP! Be advised! Three fugitives, one male, two female! Wanted! Priority One! I repeat: Three fugitives, one male, two female! Priority One! Arrest and bring in, dead or alive! I repeat: Dead or alive!”

      His cacophonous voice echoed out like rolling thunder over the park, alerting all his agents to our presence. How many agents did he have? I had no idea. Where were they? What kind of hideous, God-forsaken animatronic secret police agents did this mad Cupid have working for him? I didn’t know, and I didn’t want to hang around to find out.

      Besides, right now, Julia was my priority.

      I rushed over and knelt beside her, and Keely got there right as I did. “Julia,” I said, taking her hand in mine and looking at her leg. “How bad is it?”

      “It…it feels pretty bad,” she replied through gritted teeth.

      “I don’t think it hit the bone,” Keely said, examining the wound. “It wouldn’t have passed through so cleanly otherwise. Most of the force hit the pavement, it looks like. We need to get it out, but she should recover.”

      “That’s great news,” Julia said with a roll of her eyes. “In the meantime, we need somewhere to hide.”

      “She’s right,” I said. “Keely, any chance you know of somewhere close we can hide?”

      She nodded. “We’ll have to go back into the Tunnel of Love, but I’ve got a place in there we can hide in. For the night, at least. We’ll get the doors closed, and it should be secure enough.”

      My heart sunk in my chest. I was not excited about going back into that murky old tunnel, but it was better than hanging out here and waiting for an army of animatronic monsters to come after us. “That’ll do,” I said, nodding. “Let’s get Julia in there.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

        

      

    

    
      It wasn’t easy getting Julia back into the Tunnel of Love. She almost broke a tooth biting down so hard to keep from screaming when we pulled the arrow out of the pavement, so we decided to leave it in her leg until we got somewhere safe.

      “I’m so sorry,” Julia wept. “I’m so fucking sorry, I shouldn’t have run off like that…”

      “It’s okay,” I told her. “What matters is we’re all still here.”

      A part of me wanted to be angry with her for running away, but I knew she only did it because she felt like she was endangering us. She did it for our safety, not hers, so I couldn’t bring myself to be upset.

      I lifted her up in my arms, and she put hers around my neck to keep stable. Keely found the machete in the grass nearby, picking it up and leading the way back into the mouth of the tunnel. Once we were inside, she hit the emergency lever, closing the doors up behind us. As they were slowly shutting, I glanced back to make sure we weren’t being followed. I could have sworn I saw some movement out there in between the trees, but I decided to just assume I was being paranoid. Even if a WISP agent was already following us, there wasn’t much we could do about it now.

      Next, the tough part was navigating the tunnel with Julia in my arms. I wasn’t about to carry her through the water, because there was no telling how clean, or, rather, not clean, this water was, and I didn’t want to risk it getting into her wound. There wasn’t much room on the lip of the canal, but that was the best option. Thankfully, Keely got down into the water, holding up an arm to help me stay up if I lost my balance.

      We made our way around a few turns, very nearly bonking Julia’s head against the wall a couple of times, but soon we came to one of those open areas with the statues. It was the statue of a bench, like the ones outside, with a young woman sitting on a young man’s lap. They were frozen in stone, sharing a kiss that would never end until time wore away the whole world.

      They were trapped here forever, but with the one they loved. They would never see or touch another person except for the one person they wanted to touch more than any other. I don’t know why the thought struck me then, but it seemed such a strange mix of heartbreaking and beautiful.

      I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.

      “Okay, right behind the lovebirds, there’s a door,” Keely said, pulling herself up out of the water and pulling me out of my little trance. “It’s made to kind of blend in with the wall, but it’s mostly the statue that hides it, so it’s not too hard to find. That leads into one of the maintenance tunnels.”

      She came over and opened the door for me, and I carried Julia through, with Keely closing it behind us. “It’s not far,” she said, and even though her voice was quiet, it still echoed against the narrow concrete walls. “Just down the hall, and then to the left.” I followed her directions, and sure enough, there was a doorway on my left with some steps leading down, and they opened up into what looked like it must have been a maintenance supply closet back when the park was operating.

      Now, though, it looked more like Keely’s home. It was dimly lit, with the same running emergency lights that cast a soft glow throughout all the tunnels. Along one wall there was a cot set up that looked like it must have been scavenged from a medical facility elsewhere in the park. There were some old blankets, a pile of folded shirts and shorts that looked like they might be spare maintenance uniforms, and a warm radiator in the corner.

      “This place looks nice,” I said, only half-ironically, laying Julia down on the cot. “Quick question, how is that radiator still working?”

      Keely shrugged as she descended the short staircase. “No idea. I assume there’s a generator somewhere. Probably the same thing that’s powering the emergency lights. However it’s working, this is the only maintenance store room with a working heater, so that’s why I stay here.”

      “Fair enough,” I said. “Do you have any medical supplies here? Bandages?”

      Keely shook her head. “Not really. I’ve got some old clothes over here, we can use those to stop the bleeding.”

      “That’ll have to do,” I said, cursing the fact that we left what bandages we had back at the wildebeest enclosure. There hadn’t been much, but it still would have been useful now. “Hand me some clothes, and the machete.”

      Keely handed me a gray button-down shirt with the word MAINTENANCE plastered across the back. “Okay, Julia, this is going to hurt,” I said. I took a pair of black jean shorts from the stack, folded it up, and gave it to her to bite down on. “I’ll be as quick as I can.”

      It didn’t last long, but it was horrible.

      Keely held the shirt down over the wound to stop the bleeding the best she could, and I pushed the arrow forward through Julia’s leg. She bit down hard on the denim, doing her best not to scream, and it was quickly over. The arrow came out, and Keely slowed the bleeding while I cut strips of cloth to make into bandages. Julia actually directed a lot of our efforts, telling us how to cut the bandages, where to apply them to best stop the bleeding, things that she had probably picked up from her time in the animal enclosures.

      “These aren’t perfect,” I told her as I applied the last one, “but they’ll do until we can find something better.”

      “Thank you,” she said, looking up at me with tears in her eyes. I couldn’t tell if they were from the pain, or from gratitude. Maybe both. “Both of you. It was stupid to run off like that. They would have caught me easily without you two.”

      I smiled and gently cupped her cheek in my hand. “Well, if nothing else, this proves we’re better off together.”

      “I’ll say,” Keely agreed, taking a moment to inspect the makeshift bandages before stepping back and leaning against the wall. “You would’ve been a goner without Ruben here.”

      Looking back, I realized now that this was the first time I really got a chance to get a good look at Keely. Before, she’d been in the dark tunnel, and then we’d been frantically running from this or that threat, trying to keep from being captured or worse by the unsettling forces that seemed to be running the park.

      But now, in this quiet moment, I saw her as incredibly capable and down to earth. A no-nonsense personality, but the kind where there might be softness just below the surface.

      “Actually,” she continued, “we all still might be. We, um…” She looked over at the radiator, and then back to us. Her voice trailed off, like she was a little bashful about saying something, but it was important enough that she said it anyway. “Look, it’s not a good idea for us to stay in these wet clothes the whole night. For Julia, it could mean infection, and for all of us it could mean bacteria, hypothermia, and who knows what else.”

      It made sense, though I felt a little odd about it. I glanced over at the vanishingly small pile of leftover clothing. “Any chance you’ve got more than a couple extra shirts left?”

      Keely shook her head. “No, I’m sorry. That’s all I’ve got.”

      I guess that was all there was for it. “Alright, well… why don’t you two help each other out of those wet clothes, and I’ll change after.” With that, I turned away to face the corner of the room, giving the pair of them some privacy. True enough, I had seen Julia in all her stunning naked glory, but that had been in the throes of passion. This felt different. And besides, for Keely’s sake, it seemed right to turn away.

      “Wow, a strong fighter and a gentleman,” Keely mused. “Where’d you find him, Julia?”

      “Just outside the gorilla enclosure,” she said, truthfully. She winced, almost gasping, which I assumed was a sign that her shorts were sliding down her leg. “It’s a long story.”

      “Well, I’ve got time,” Keely said.

      “Yeah,” I said, still facing away from them. “I wish I had some of it back.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I considered not explaining it. Honestly, I didn’t know how to explain it anyway. But I suppose I figured that, if I couldn’t trust Julia and Keely, then who out here could I trust? “I don’t even really know,” I continued. “I was here at the park. But it was different, really different. I think…I think it must have been a long time ago. Decades at least, maybe more. Back then, the skies were clear, and people came here for pleasure, for joy. They rode the roller coasters, they played the games, they just spent time here and had fun.”

      “Okay,” Keely said, in the kind of tone that suggested she thought I was nuts.

      “I was here for the same reason. I didn’t normally go into the Safari Zone, but I had some time to kill, so I walked through there. I stopped at the gorilla enclosure.”

      As I explained what had happened, I saw flashes of the family there. The little girl. Diving toward her, to push her out of the way. The strange flash of light. Falling.

      “There was a family here, having a great day. But then, this little girl climbed up on the barrier, and she was about to fall. I leapt forward to grab her, to push her back over the edge to her family, and…I guess I fell in. The next thing I remember, I woke up here. Everything was dark, broken, worn down. Then I ran into Julia.”

      “It’s true,” Julia chimed in. “At least, I think it is. He knows the layout of the park, but I’ve never seen him here once in my whole life. I don’t know how else to explain it.” She paused for a moment. “You can turn around now, Ruben.”

      I turned to face them again, and I was struck by what I saw. Both of them had stripped out of their clothing, which I saw laying across the radiator, and then slipped into those gray button-down maintenance shirts. The shirts were long on them, reaching about halfway down their thighs, but I’ll be damned if they weren’t just about the sexiest thing I had ever seen.

      “So, you what, laid there, unconscious, in the gorilla enclosure, for…decades?” Keely asked.

      “I guess,” I replied with a shrug. “I know that sounds crazy, but I can’t come up with anything that makes more sense. And given that we just fought off a flying robot that looks like a baby, I don’t think it’s the craziest thing that’s happened since I woke up.”

      Julia nodded, and Keely chuckled. “Fair enough,” she said.

      A silence fell over the three of us, and I looked back and forth between them.

      “Well, um,” Keely continued, “you should, um…you should probably get out of your clothes, too. They’re soaked with tunnel water. They need to dry out.”

      “Right,” I said, and I waited for a moment for them to turn around, but they didn’t. So, standing right there, I reached down and lifted my shirt up over my head, baring my chest and arms to the girls. I handed the shirt to Keely, and she draped it over the heater for me, but not before taking in a deep look. I could feel her eyes trailing over my chest, down my arms, and I was surprised at how much I enjoyed the feeling. Next I removed my shoes and my waterlogged jeans, and as much as I felt like a cheap stripper, it felt good to get those off.

      All that was left was my dark boxer-briefs. “What clothes do we have left?” I asked.

      “There’s a pair of shorts, if you want them,” Keely offered.

      I shrugged and took the shorts. This time, though, I turned back around. Peeling my underwear off, I couldn’t avoid giving the girls a nice look at my bare ass, still glistening from the water and illuminated by the emergency lights.

      Slipping the shorts on, I reached over and handed Keely my underwear. “Take good care of these for me, will ya?” I asked with a grin.

      “Oh, I’ll keep a close eye on them for sure,” she said, putting them with the rest of the wet clothes.

      Now in dry clothing, we settled in for a long night. Julia and I explained to Keely what we had been trying to do, why we wanted to get out. We told her that it wasn’t just about us; we wanted to help anyone else in the park who was afraid. “I never really thought that leaving the island was feasible,” Julia told her. “I mean, I thought you had tried it, but I didn’t know if you’d made it or not.”

      “Yeah,” Keely nodded, “and I didn’t.”

      “But I think with Ruben we have a real shot,” Julia continued, looking over at me. “He knows the park almost as well as me, and he’s got a good heart. The kind of heart that won’t leave anyone behind.”

      “Yeah, and he’s not bad with a shovel, either,” Keely agreed.

      “Thanks,” I smiled. “So, what do you think?”

      “What do I think about what?” Keely asked.

      “About coming with us,” I said. “What do you think about helping us. Either find a way out of this place, and anyone else who wants to escape, or figure out what’s behind it all. Who’s pulling Cupid’s strings? Who is sustaining the marauders? What’s behind all the bizarre things that happen here?” I shrugged. “If we could figure that out, then maybe we could stop it.”

      Keely was quiet for a long time. I couldn’t blame her; she’d tried to escape and failed. Then she’d set up shop here in the Tunnel of Love, and things had been going fairly well for her before we showed up. It wouldn’t be unreasonable for her to want nothing to do with us.

      But I caught a glimmer of something in her eye. Maybe it was confidence? Maybe it was hope? Maybe it was just mischief. But whatever it was, it brought a sweet, strong smile to her face. “Alright,” she said. “I’ll come with you, andI think I know where we can find someone else who might need our help.”
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      In that haze of the early morning, we set off through the Tunnel of Love. Keely said that, while the access tunnels didn’t lead outside the park, there were a few that connected to other areas, and she had mapped them out pretty thoroughly in her head from living down here for so long. “I can get us out of here without Cupid knowing about it,” she had said. “For a little while, at least.”

      She took the lead holding the machete in her hand, and I followed behind her, letting Julia hold onto me so she didn’t have to put weight on her injured leg. It wasn’t a perfect situation, but she was lucky the arrow hadn’t hit the bone. In fact, when we examined the wound in the morning, it actually looked remarkable; it wasn’t fully healed, but an injury like that should have been bleeding all over the place. Somehow, the healing process had already progressed quite a ways. “Yeah, that usually happens with me,” Julia acknowledged, still wincing a little as we wrapped the wound up again. “It still hurts, but…it’ll probably be good enough to walk on in a day or two.”

      We twisted and turned through these access tunnels, and I hoped Keely knew where she was going. She seemed to, but all these corridors looked exactly the same to me, so it was hard to imagine how she could keep them all straight. I felt all too defenseless, and I wished I hadn’t left the shovel blade embedded in Cupid’s eye last night.

      It was eerie down there, too. Maybe it was just because I wasn’t used to it, but I didn’t see how Keely could have lived down here for as long as she did. The only light was still those emergency runners, and the whole place was empty, every footstep, word, and breath echoed against the concrete walls. At one point, we passed by a room with a sign over the door that said “Employee Lounge.”

      It might have been nice to take a look inside, but there were two mops and a locked chain through the door handles, so I guessed that whoever had put them there had a good reason, and it would be better not to go exploring inside. Keely apparently felt the same way, and we just kept moving without a word.

      “Are there tunnels like this under everything on the island?” Julia asked.

      “No, not everything,” Keely replied, “but under the big ones, yeah. I’ve found a few, and they all look and feel basically the same.” She glanced back at us as she turned a corner. “Some of them are for ride maintenance, I think, but others are for, like, maintenance for the whole island, or for storage, things like that.”

      “They’ve probably got one or two that were meant to be bomb shelters, too,” I suggested. “I think I heard that once, anyway.”

      “What do you mean?” Julia asked.

      “Well, a long time ago, people used to be afraid that these big bombs would drop and end the world, so they built this underground places with beds and food and generators and stuff, to keep people alive until it was safe to go outside again.”

      “Well, jeez,” Keely said, continuing on, “I sure hope that doesn’t happen now.”

      Reflecting on the weather-worn state of the park, and what the world outside sounded like, I had to wonder if that hadn’t been what happened already.

      After what felt like hours–but was probably only around twenty or thirty minutes, if I’m being honest–we finally came to a ladder leading up to a circular hatch. “Okay, here’s our exit,” Keely said, looking up at the hatch. “This leads up into a power station in the carnival games section of the island. We won’t be totally away from danger, but it’s usually a pretty quiet area, so I think we’ve got good odds of being safe, if we keep our heads low.”

      “Okay, that sounds good,” I replied. “Go up ahead and make sure the coast is clear, and then I’ll lift Julia up to you.”

      She nodded and climbed the short ladder. Slowly, carefully, she lifted the hatch, and the almost blinding light of day shone into the tunnel. It couldn’t have been later than nine in the morning, but still, when your eyes have adjusted to nothing but the dim emergency running lights, just about any light will do that to you.

      “Alright…I think the coast is clear,” Keely whispered down to us.

      “Okay, I’m handing Julia up,” I replied, and I put one hand under Julia and started lifting her up into the air.

      “Please don’t drop me,” Julia said, reaching up to grab Keely’s outstretched hands.

      “I’ve got you, you’re alright.” Kneeling on the ground, Keely wrapped arms around Julia, and I started climbing the ladder as Julia rose up through the hatch so I could keep supporting her. Soon enough, the three of us tumbled out the top of the hatch, and I gently shut it.

      We were sitting on a paved path behind the carnival games section of the park. Before us were dozens of booths, stalls, stores, all kinds of buildings with whatever kind of weird game or contest you could think of.

      I turned around and looked the other way. We were right on the edge of the park. Through a line of trees, I could see down to the beach, and the wide expanse of ocean water that separated this island from the mainland. I knew it was a long way, but still, it seemed like it would be so simple to just jump into the ocean and swim back to shore. It wouldn’t be smart to do that, I knew that. Lots of people drown making swims that seemed reasonable before they dove in. And besides, I knew Julia and Keely wouldn’t be keen to just jump off the island. We still had a job to do here.

      But still, looking out at the water, the thought was tempting.

      “Let’s go,” Keely whispered. I wrapped an arm around Julia to hold her up, and we went in between the carnival game stalls. They were a striking sight, a little bit different from the other parts of the park I’d seen. I guess it was because this part of the park was one where people used to hang around, spending a lot of time on the pathways. Other parts, like where the roller coasters or water flume rides or in the Safari Zone, people just passed through, or hopped in line, but this was more of a social area. It was even designed to look like a bazaar, or a market square, with medieval shops set up along streets.

      Now, though, it looked like a tornado had blown through, followed by a very thorough team of graffiti artists. Several of the booths had been completely knocked down and dismantled, with pieces of them strewn all over the streets. In others, the shelves had been raided and picked clean long before, and words were spray-painted across their facades. Most of those were the usuals; profanity, the artists’ names, but mingled in between them there were more unsettling phrases, like No Wonder, Only Fear and Can’t Escape the Island. I decided not to think about them too much right now. If whoever wrote that was beyond our help, it wouldn’t do much good to dwell on it, and if they were still here somewhere…we would help them.

      “So…who are we going to find?” I asked Keely as Julia and I followed her, with Julia limping along leaning on my shoulder.

      “Hm?” Keely asked.

      “You said you knew someone who might need our help,” I reminded her. “Who is it?”

      “Oh…she’s an old friend. She lives in one of the roller coasters.”

      “In?” I asked.

      “Oh, Keely,” Julia moaned, “you don’t mean…”

      “Hey, she’s trapped here just as much as we are,” Keely said, glancing back with a stern look. “If we’re out here trying to help people escape, we need to help every person we can, right?”

      “I guess…”

      “Some bad blood between you and this other friend?” I asked.

      Julia shrugged. “Not like that. She was just always…she was the type of person who can never trust anyone. She had basically decided that no one was trustworthy, that everyone had their own hidden reasons for everything, and when you think like that, I guess you just start seeing it everywhere.”

      “Hey, be a little more understanding,” Keely chided. “We’ve all got reasons to not trust people around us. We’re just at different stages of getting over that.”

      Before long, we slipped out of the carnival games section of the park and turned our attention toward Coaster Alley, the roller coaster district. It was a sprawling area that honestly reached out over several other regions, and it was probably the area of the park I was most familiar with. I’d spent countless days there, clink-clack-clink-clacking up the main hill of the Mountaineer, corkscrewing through the twists of the Whirlwind, and screaming down the slopes of the Dragon’s Fury. Some of my best memories were made here.

      But now, all that was gone. The paths were deserted, the lines were empty, and the coasters themselves were silent and still. They stood like enormous dinosaur skeletons, bony and thin, soaring up over the park below.

      Far above them, though the clouds were growing dark, their usual somber gray being slowly replaced by a deep black. As soon as I noticed that, I felt a drop of rain hit the top of my head. “Hey, we might want to look for some shelter around here,” I mentioned to the girls, and Julia agreed.

      “Yeah, my leg is killing me,” she said. “Not that I don’t appreciate the help, Ruben, but I’m gonna need to rest soon.”

      “There should be a shelter somewhere near here,” Keely said.

      I scanned the area, and caught sight of a building done in a kind of Tropical-style architecture, with concrete walls carved to look like bamboo poles. It was fairly small, but much bigger than the carnival game stalls had been. It looked like it had probably been a gift shop, but unlike the carnival booths that had been defaced, dismantled, or destroyed, this one had just been boarded up. Scrap wood covered the front door and windows.

      “That gift shop looks like it’ll do well enough for shelter,” I said, pointing over to it.

      “Oh, yes, that’s what I was looking for!” Keely agreed excitedly. She set off toward it, and I helped Julia hobble over across the way. Water drops spattered across the pavement as the rain picked up.

      The building was pretty run-down, like everything else in the park, but to my surprise, the back door was still locked. “That’s a good sign,” I said with a little lift in my voice. “That means it probably hasn’t been raided. I mean, I don’t know what we could reasonably expect to find that would be useful, but it should be relatively untouched.”

      We didn’t have the key, of course, so our only wait to get through the lock was to jimmy it open. Keely handed me the machete, and I took the padlock in my hand, pulling it down to increase the tension in the mechanism. Then I started tapping on its side, not too hard, just hard enough to jiggle the pins inside the lock.

      “Is that going to work?” Julia asked, leaning against Keely now. “Don’t you need to hit it harder?”

      “No, not really,” I said, shaking my head. “Actually, if I do this right, it won’t damage the lock, and it’ll be reusable afterward.”

      “Huh,” Keely mused. “How’d you figure that out?”

      I shrugged, still tapping away. “I’m a mechanic,” I told her, and then I stopped for a second. “Or, I guess…I was a mechanic, before all this happened.” I resumed tapping on the lock. “Used to rent space in a machine shop, too, just for tinkering, building things. Anyway, you learn enough about that stuff, you pick up a thing or two about lockpicking.”

      Almost as I said that, the lock finally clicked open. “See?” I said, glancing over my shoulder at them with a little smile, and I slid the door open. Inside, the gift shop was indeed a mess, with souvenirs of all kinds scattered around the room, but it had a decent amount of space, and the roof seemed to be keeping the rain out, so I certainly wasn’t complaining.

      We moved inside the building and settled down. The gift shop still had tons of items inside, like clothing, stuffed animals, toys, down to Wonder Island brand shot glasses and informational fliers.

      Our first priority was making Julia comfortable.

      Thinking quickly, I took down a few of the largest sweatshirts we could find on hangers, filled them with stuffed animals, and fastened them shut with a stapler we found in the back office, making enormous pillows. Then I piled them in a corner of the room, giving Julia a place to get off her leg and rest.

      “We’re going to want to get some food, too,” I said. Most of the food in the gift shop had long rotted away or been eaten by scavenging animals, but even the stuff that was still sealed was ancient. I certainly didn’t trust it.

      “I saw a food cart out front,” Keely said. “I think it was a hot dog place. Should be some food in there.”

      “Right,” I replied, chuckling. “I’m sure it’ll still be good after all this time. Actually, considering that it’s hot dogs…”

      “Don’t you remember?” Julia asked. “I told you, there’s usually food in those.”

      “Oh, that’s right,” I said, recalling that confusing bit of conversation from a couple days earlier. “How is that possible?”

      Julia shrugged. “I’m not really sure. There’s just something about this place,” she said. “Something mystical. I mean…is that the strangest thing you’ve seen since you woke up?”

      I thought back over the past couple of days, seeing the bizarre degenerate marauders, the living animatronic Cherubs and Cupid–not to mention the dinosaur–and hell, Keely could turn invisible somehow. “I mean…I guess you’ve got a point,” I admitted. “I’ll go take a look.”

      I grabbed a Wonder Island brand umbrella off a rack, because I could hear that the rain had picked up. Sure enough, there was a food cart outside, and sure enough there was food inside. It wasn’t the healthiest stuff you’d ever see–it was park food, after all–but it was chicken wings and pizza, and it was warm.

      How could it still be warm? I asked myself. How can this even exist? Shaking the thought away, I reminded myself that I had stabbed an animatronic Cupid in the eye with a shovel last night as he tried to fly away. If I could accept that, I could accept this.

      Heading back inside, I shared the spoils with Julia and Keely, and the three of us had a surprisingly pleasant and peaceful evening. We sat close together on the bed of stuffed animals and clothing we had made, and I told them stories about the park from before, back when it was alive and vibrant. Both of them were absolutely mesmerized by the tales. They loved hearing about all the bright colors, about the sounds the roller coasters made as they zoomed by, and the different ways that people enjoyed their time here. Julia seemed like she especially loved hearing about families coming to the park–mothers, fathers, and children spending time together and bonding under the sun.

      “Wow,” Keely said, “it seems like this place really brought a lot of joy to people.”

      “Do you think it could ever be like that again?” Julia asked, a twinge of the desire to believe in her voice.

      “I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “I hope so. A lot has changed, not just here in the park, but in the world, it sounds like. Things have gotten pretty dark.” I looked at her with a smile. “But if there’s a way to make this place bright and joyful again, I want to find it.”

      Julia smiled, her cheeks the slightest shade of pink.

      “Wel, if there is a way to light this place up again,” Keely said, scooting a little closer to me, “I think it’s you who would do it. I mean, I didn’t think this place could ever be like that. It never even occurred to me that it might. Not until you came.”

      “That’s what I said, too,” Julia nodded. “If it wasn’t for you, I’d still be alone in the Safari Zone, trying to keep myself away from those ghastly raiders, just hiding for the rest of my life.” She leaned in close to me, resting her hand on my cheek. “And you helped me find Keely again.”

      I smiled at her and then glanced over at Keely, and I was surprised to see that her expression had changed. She was smiling, but her eyes were looking at Julia with an intense kind of feeling. Like a switch had flipped in her, and she was seeing her friend in a new light. “Yeah, you’ve really done a lot for us, Ruben,” she said, her eyes slowly turning back to me. “I feel like maybe we should do something to thank you.”

      My mouth opened to tell her that it wasn’t really necessary, I was just doing what I knew I should, but her lips caught me in a kiss before I even realized she was leaning in. My eyes opened wide, and so did Julia’s, but Julia soon smiled, a flash of lust moving across her face.

      “I think that sounds like a great idea,” she said, and I felt her hand rest on my thigh, slowly sliding up to the bulge that had already grown in my lap. Her fingers found my arousal, gently cupping it, and she drew a moan out of me when she gave it a playful little squeeze that sent a shiver through my body.

      “Here,” Keely said between kisses, pulling her lips away from mine. “You’re wearing too many clothes. I’ve been thinking about this ever since I saw you last night.” Her hands hooked into the bottom of my shirt, and I raised my arms to let her pull it up over my head. As soon as it passed over my eyes and I could see again, I was met with the sight of Julia and Keely locked in a deep, passionate kiss. Their tongues rolled over each other, and their hands wandered one another’s bodies, exploring and touching. Julia had already lifted Keely’s shirt up over her tits, those voluptuous orbs, and she looked at me out of the corner of her eye. I couldn’t help smiling, and she winked to show she understood.

      Their kiss broke, and Julia leaned in to wrap her arms around my neck, laying me down and pressing her lips to mine. Her kiss was like wine, sweet and intoxicating. At the same time, I felt Keely’s delicate hands slowly sliding down my stomach, undoing my jeans, and pulling them open to draw out my cock. “Holy shit,” she muttered as her hand closed around my shaft.

      “I know, right?” Julia laughed against my kiss. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      I couldn’t see Keely, but I could feel her lips closing over my cock, her tongue trailing along the underside as she took me deep into her mouth. As her head bobbed up and down, she grabbed onto my clothes and pulled them down, quickly leaving me completely naked. “Come on,” I said with a grin to Julia, “now I feel a little underdressed.”

      Julia met my grin with her own, and she undid the tie that kept her top together. In a moment, it was discarded, thrown to the floor, and her tits were bared with their soft, subtle curve and those small, perky nipples. I caught a glimpse of Keely pulling her tank top up over her head, her long golden hair falling down like a waterfall over her stunning tits.

      “Ohhh, fuck,” I moaned as she slid my cock in between her breasts, squeezing them together with her arms as she let me tit-fuck her.

      By that time, Julia had already slipped out of her shorts, and she swung her leg over my head, lowering her glistening pussy onto my face. I coiled my arms around her legs and drew her down onto my mouth, tasting her sweetness, my tongue lapping along her labia and dipping inside her. She let out a deep, lusty moan, but Keely sat up, muffling that moan with her lips. Keely climbed on top of me, lining my cock up with her entrance, and slid down onto me.

      “Fuck,” I gasped, and then circled Julia’s clit with my tongue, reveling in her whimpers of desire.

      “Yeah…yeah, keep…oh, fuck, keep doing that,” she begged, rocking her hips back and forth, grinding her pussy against my mouth. My hands found their way to her ass, holding on as she drove herself to orgasm right on top of me. Her moans became stilted, her breathing shallow, and soon I felt her quiver and spasm as wave after wave of pleasure radiated through her.

      I was trying to focus on her pleasure, but I was having a difficult time because of how Keely was riding me. She slammed her ass down on me over and over again, filling herself with my cock, faster and faster, deeper and deeper. I could feel the pressure building up inside me, pushing me right to the edge. “Just a little…oh, yes…just a little more,” she panted. “Right there, Ruben… oh, yes, right there, yes, Ruben, yes, yes, yes!”

      Almost at the very same instant I felt her spasm and moan, my own orgasm exploded within me. I literally saw stars as all the stress the three of us had been carrying together evaporated from the room. Her pussy gripped my cock as it pulsed and twitched, filling her up, milking out of me every last drop of cum that I could give her.

      In one collective sigh of utter bliss, contentedness, and passion, the three of us collapsed onto the makeshift bed. It wasn’t the most comfortable place I’d ever slept, but it was the softest place anywhere in the park, so far as I knew. And besides, with these two beautiful women at my sides, I couldn’t dream of a better place to sleep in all the world.

      “Ruben,” Keely gasped, “you are fucking incredible…”

      “He really is,” Julia agreed, stroking my chest with her fingers.

      The two of them shared another kiss–just an extra treat for me, I suspected–and then they cuddled up to me, resting their heads on my chest. I put my arms around them both, and the three of us settled in for the night. The rainstorm outside pitter-pattered on the roof, providing a calming sound as we three slowly drifted off to sleep.
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      I had a strange feeling when I slowly woke up. Something felt wrong. It wasn’t the girls; both of them were sleeping soundly in my arms. I looked around the room, and it was pretty close to pitch dark, but I didn’t see anything that looked out of the ordinary. With a start, I realized that it wasn’t raining anymore–could that be it? Was that what had awoken me? It didn’t seem like that should have done it, but what else-

      Just as that thought entered my mind, it was cast out by the sound of a roaring flame outside, like the blustery gust of a flamethrower. I immediately leapt up out of the bed, with a hurried motion that startled both Julia and Keely awake.

      “Ruben?” Julia asked.

      “What’s wrong?” Keely was already to her knees, about to suit up.

      “I don’t know,” I told them both, holding my hands up to stop them. “I think someone might have found us. I’m going to go check, but you two be ready to run if we have to, okay?” They nodded, and I pulled on my jeans, grabbing the machete before I stepped out.

      I almost walked into another stream of fire the instant I left the gift shop, but I jumped out of the way just in time. Following the stream of fire, I saw something that made my jaw drop.

      Our attacker floated in midair, but it wasn’t Cupid or one of his WISP goons. Swirling and snaking in the air above me was a vicious, angry dragon, with smoke and flame pouring from its mouth. Its eyes were like two orbs of glowing volcanic glass, and its wings were stretched out wide, slowly flapping to keep it aloft. Its skin seemed to be made of stone, but it was just as alive and moving as mine.

      Now, I knew how to handle myself in a fight, and I was pretty happy, over all, with how I’d fared in the park so far, but even I wasn’t bullheaded enough to fight a flying stone dragon. The dragon spewed another gout of flame toward me, and I leapt back into the gift shop.

      “Okay, so-”

      “What is it?” the girls asked. “What’s out there?”

      “Well, I don’t want to alarm anyone,” I said, “but there is a dragon out there, flying over the gift shop and breathing fire all over the place. We’re lucky that the walls of this thing are concrete, but that fire’s going to catch the roof or the boards on the windows soon enough.”

      “Wait, you said it’s a dragon?” Keely asked.

      “Yeah,” I said, and then I stopped. “Yeah, why?”

      Her eyes fell to the floor in a look of frustration. “Well, I think this might be the person I brought us here to find.”

      I looked at her with wide, shocked eyes. “What? You’re serious?” I asked. “You brought us here to talk to a dragon?”

      “Kind of!” Keely exclaimed. “Her name is Marjorie. She’s a little tough on the outside, but I didn’t think she’d be angry!” She threw up her hands in despair. “Not this angry, anyway! We need to run, we need to get out of here!”

      I raised up a hand and waved that idea out of the air. “I don’t think so.” I glanced down at Julia’s leg. “Julia did really great yesterday moving on that leg, but she’s not going to be able to outrun a dragon. None of us are. I’m not going to let you two get burned to a crisp running for cover.”

      “I mean, that makes sense,” Julia said, “but what else can we do? We don’t want to get burned to a crisp in here, either.”

      I shook my head. “No, you’re right.” I looked over toward the back door, and I could already see the orange glow of fire shining through. “I’m going to go back out there. I’m going to talk to her. See if I can get her to leave us alone.”

      “You can’t do that,” Julia said, grabbing my wrist with fear.

      “Yeah, it’s too dangerous,” Keely agreed. “She’ll kill you for sure.”

      “It’s our best chance,” I replied. “And I’ve got to do it right now, before this place catches fire and we can’t get out.”

      Walking back over toward the door, I set the machete down, leaning it against the wall. I didn’t want to walk out there wielding a weapon, and besides, it wouldn’t do me a damn bit of good against a dragon with stone skin. I held my hands up as I stepped back out, showing her that I was unarmed, and wearing nothing but a pair of jeans.

      “Hello! Marjorie!” I called to her as soon as I saw the serpentine shape of this dragon swimming through the cold night air, huge plumes of smoke billowing out of her nose. “We’re not a threat! We’re peaceful! We’re here to help!”

      She reared back for a second, and I was sure she was about to douse me in flames, but she stopped. “Who are you?” the dragon asked, and her voice was undoubtedly feminine, but it resounded with a strange echo, like she was speaking from deep in a cavern or a mine.

      “My name is Ruben,” I told her. “I am here with my friends Julia and Keely. We just came here for a place to get out of the rain, to stay for the night.”

      When she heard the girls’ names, her glassy black eyes furrowed. “Julia? Keely?” she asked. “They’re both in there?”

      “Yes,” I nodded. “We actually…we came to find you.”

      She flowed through the air, almost like magma, and her wings beat hot air over me as she flew up close so that I could smell the sulfur and feel the intense heat of her flame. “You came to find me?” she asked, her voice heavy with suspicion. “Why? Did you come to kill me? Are you on some kind of bounty mission from that Cupid miscreant and his dark master?”

      “No! No, no, no, nothing like that,” I replied, my hands still up. “We’re looking for a way out of the park. Off the island. We think, if we all work together, we can do it, and we wanted to see if you would join us.”

      When she opened her mouth, the bright glow of her internal fire made me squint my eyes. “Oh, really?” she asked, incredulously. “You’re trying to escape, huh? And you want, what? You want a big powerful brute to do your bidding? Or you want to just hop up on my back and get me to fly you off the island? Something like that?”

      I was taken aback at the depth of anger in her voice.

      “It’s not that simple, friend. It can’t be done.” She swirled through the air, showing off the ease with which she flew. “If it could, do you think I would still be here? I’ve heard this before, don’t think I haven’t. Everyone who comes to me wants to use me.”

      “Not us,” I said, slowly lowering my hands. “We don’t want anything from you, except for the chance to help you. You can trust us, me, Julia, and Keely. We don’t want to take anything from you, or use you. We just want to help.”

      As I spoke, she slowed to a stop, hovering in the darkness of the night, illuminated by the flames licking at the concrete gift shop walls from the ground. I wasn’t sure what she was going to do; she seemed just as likely to literally bite my head off as anything else, and I knew she could do it if she wanted to.

      But instead, her skin started to change. The indentations between her stony scales glowed a bright, hot orange, and her skin seemed to liquify, like it was turning to magma. Her wings wrapped tight around her like a cocoon, and she curled into a ball. As her body compressed, I saw something emerge from the magma. A leg, and then another, and then an arm. Soon, the magma seemed to vanish, evaporating away, leaving only the body of a magnificent, awe-inspiring woman.

      She was right about my height, with hair that was straight and jet black as the night hanging over one of her violet eyes. Her skin was a smooth shade of bronze that seemed to glow against the light of the fire, and she wore a black skin-tight bodysuit that complemented her curves perfectly.

      Alongside her stunning beauty, as she took human form she still carried with her signs of her draconic nature. Shimmering scales coated her hands and arms up to her elbows, and she wore a few of those scales on her face like beauty marks. Her face was angular, almost sharp and dangerous, and I swore that when she spoke I still saw the glow of fire just beyond her throat.

      “You go in there and tell your friends,” she said, stepping up to me and poking a finger to my chest, “that Marjorie is not interested. I don’t know if it’s them, or if it’s you…” She paused for a moment, dragging her fingertip across my bare chest. “Somebody wants something. They always do. I don’t trust you. So whatever you’re doing, you can go away, and leave me out of it.”

      I was about to respond, to ask her to reconsider, but she turned away from me and leapt into the air. In a flash, she had burst into sparks and flames that flashed bright in the night sky, and she was suddenly, once more, a stone dragon flapping her stone wings, flying up into the air and passing in front of the clouds. I had never seen a woman so angry, so clearly hurt, so incapable of trusting another person before.

      Then again, I hadn’t ever seen a real live dragon before, either. I watched her for a few moments as the flames died down around me. She snaked past the cloudy sky, across the muted light of the distant moon, and made her way to the soaring heights of…

      Oh, I thought, I should have known. She flew in between the massive legs and loops of the roller coasters before finally coiling around the Dragon’s Fury and disappearing out of sight. I would have laughed, if my heart wasn’t going out to her so much. I knew we had to help her. I knew we had to show were we weren’t there to use her. We had to show her we were worthy of her trust.

      I just had no idea how we were going to do that.
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      Heading back into the gift shop, I was met by two wide-eyed girls waiting for me to return. Julia threw her arms around my neck as soon as I came inside, and Keely hung back a bit. “Oh my gosh, I’m so glad you’re alright,” Julia said softly, her face buried against my neck. “We were so scared! That was reckless, we shouldn’t have let you go out there.”

      “It’s okay, I’m alright,” I told her, gently touching her back.

      “How did it go?” Keely asked, clearly a little embarrassed at how poorly the meet-up had gone. “I mean, she didn’t hurt you, so that’s good, at least.”

      “Yeah, I agree,” I said, nodding, “but other than that, not too well. She was really suspicious of us, like she was certain that we would never try to help her just because it’s right. She kept saying that everyone wants something, everyone wants to use her.” I shrugged. “Do either of you know why she would feel that way so strongly? What happened to her?”

      Both Julia and Keely fell deathly quiet, to the point that I could tell they both knew at least something, but neither wanted to talk about it. “Look,” I said, stepping forward and sitting down on the slapdash bed we had made. “I don’t want to make either of you dredge up old, painful memories. But if we want Marjorie on our side, we’re going to have to prove to her that she can trust us, and I don’t think I can do that if I don’t know what’s made her so mistrustful.”

      “Okay,” Keely said, sinking down to sit beside me. “Listen, there is someone at the top of the island. Someone who controls the whole place.”

      “Do you mean Cupid?” I asked.

      “No, higher than that,” Keely replied. “Cupid works for him. We’re honestly not really sure what the man at the top does, or what he’s trying to do, but he seems to just generally be in control of what happens on the island.”

      “Who is it?”

      Julia and Keely both looked at each other, and their voices became very soft, barely more than a whisper. “His name is Isaac,” Julia said. “He uses the power of the island to control it. I don’t know how, exactly, but I think the power he uses is the same thing that brings the animatronics to life, and keeps the food carts stocked, and…” She looked down at the floor. “And, probably, allows us to do the sorts of things we can do, like how Keely can turn invisible, and I can heal and communicate with wildlife.”

      “And how Marjorie can turn into a stone dragon,” I added.

      “Right.” Julia nodded. “I don’t know how he does it, really, or where that power comes from, but it seems like it’s deeply embedded in the island. He just controls it much more than anyone else.”

      I let out a long sigh. “Well, I guess that guy’s who we’re up against. What did he do that made Marjorie so wary of others?”

      “He used to control her,” Keely said. “He used to use her as an enforcer, kind of like he does with Cupid, but Cupid was more for finding out who was working against him and making them disappear. He was a knife.”

      “And Marjorie was a bomb,” I said, finally understanding.

      “Yes,” she agreed. “Marjorie was his destructive force. He used her without caring about her. And then, later on, there was an uprising, and Marjorie turned on Isaac.”

      “They probably would’ve won, too,” Julia chimed in, “but Marjorie, she realized that the people fighting Isaac were just using her the same way Isaac had. They wanted her to charge into his stronghold and burn it all down, killing Isaac, Cupid, and everyone else.”

      I nodded. “So, she felt used again?”

      “I guess so,” Keely said.

      “Well, I can see why she would be hesitant to trust someone who says they just want to help her,” I mused. “We need to find some way to prove it to her. Some way to help her that doesn’t benefit us.” Suddenly, an idea lit up in my mind. “Hey, she mentioned something about flying off the island, like she thought that we wanted her to fly us off the island, but she said it couldn’t be done. Do you know what she meant?”

      “Oh, no, I don’t, actually,” Julia said. “I did wonder why she wouldn’t just leave. The rest of us are stuck here, but she could fly off the island whenever she wants.”

      “Hmmm,” Keely said. “Actually, I don’t think she can.”

      Julia and I both turned our heads to look at Keely. “Why not?” I asked.

      “Well, it’s one of the ways Isaac uses the power of the island,” she replied. “You know how there are always clouds overhead? I think that’s part of it. Isaac uses the power of the island to keep everyone physically trapped inside. There’s something stopping her, and all of us, from leaving.”

      “Like some kind of invisible, magical barrier?” I asked.

      “I think so, yes.”

      “Keely,” Julia said, “how do you know this?”

      Keely just smiled. “Hey, when you can turn invisible, sometimes you find your way into places you’re not supposed to be,” she smirked. “I heard Isaac and Cupid talking about it once. Isaac told Cupid something about maintaining the nodes, I guess the places where the barrier extends from.”

      “So, if we could figure out where these nodes are,” I suggested, “we might be able to damage them enough to bring down the barrier?”

      Julia’s eyes widened with excitement. “Do you think we could?”

      “I don’t know why not!” I said with a smile. “We’ve been able to accomplish everything we’ve set ourselves to so far. We just need to find the nodes.”

      Keely’s face lit up like she’d just had a realization. “Oh! I think I might know where they are!” She leapt up and ran over to the shelves where the park pamphlets were, and after scrambling through them, tossing this and that pamphlet to the side, she came back holding a park map in her hand.

      “Here!” She opened it up and spread it out on the floor, and we looked over it. “I remember seeing a map there, just for a second, but there were these big markings around the outsides of the park”

      “My guess is they’d be tall, prominent places in the park,” I said.

      “Like the Tower of Terror?” Julia suggested.

      “Exactly like that,” I said, pointing it out on the map, up near the northern edge. “I’d bet that’s one of them.”

      “I’m trying to remember where I saw the markings,” Keely muttered, looking over the map. “I think there was one over here, somewhere around Fantasy Circle, but I don’t remember which ride…”

      I looked over that part of the park, and one ride caught my eye. “It’s got to be the Pirate Storm,” I said. “It’s a huge ride, the biggest ship ride in the world. That ride is very important to the park, I’m sure he would’ve used it.”

      “I think you’re right,” Keely said, “but there’s several more. There was a mark over the Ferris Wheel, another over Castle Wonder, I think there’s another one over here, and-”

      “It’s okay,” I comforted her, reaching out and putting a hand over hers. “Let’s just do what we can. If there’s four or five, even six of these things, then taking out two will probably be enough to at least open up holes in it. If we have to do more, we’ll do more, but I’m betting this will make a big enough gap that Marjorie will be able to get out, if she decides to.”

      There was a moment of silence that hung between us. “Do you…” Julia finally asked, “…do you think she will? Leave, I mean.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. In truth, I hope she doesn’t,” I said. “We could really use her help. But for her to be able to trust us, I think we need to do this in such a way that she can escape if she wants to. It needs to be for real.” I looked at both of them. “Are we in this together?”

      Keely smiled. “Yeah. Yeah, we are.”

      Julia leaned in and kissed my cheek. “Always.”
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      From our position there near the roller coasters, our closest target was the Tower of Terror, so we decided to hit that spot first. The next day, we set out from our little base at the gift shop and headed northward, following along the tracks of the Wonder Island Express, a passenger train that had circled the island, giving guests a tour of the park. I had traded out my shirt for a baseball t-shirt that had Wonder Island written across it. Carrying a baseball bat I took down from a rack near the front door, I felt like we were in pretty good shape.

      Julia, amazingly, had almost completely healed of her leg injury. I thought she must be right about whatever magic powered this park being at work in her as well. The way she had communicated so clearly with that maned wolf, Maze, back amidst the hedges, and the way her body seemed to heal itself so quickly, there was no question that she had some kind of magical connection to life.

      Trying to keep to the tree line, we followed along the path of the Wonder Island Express. After a while, we actually came upon the rusted out remains of one of the trains. Weeds and grasses had grown up through its floors, and the seats had all been torn out. The cars had little doors on the sides, like roller coaster cars, and several of the doors had been torn off, probably scavenged long ago by marauders. In the middle of the grass next to the train, one of the wrenched-off doors laid discarded, left behind by whoever had ripped it from the train car. I stepped over and picked it up, holding it with the handle.

      “What do you think?” I asked Julia and Keely, holding it up.

      “Well, it’s a step up from the trash can lid,” Julia said with a smile.

      “Yeah,” Keely agreed, looking between the door and my baseball bat, “you’ve definitely got a kind of knightly thing going on.”

      “Ooh, she’s right,” Julia said, and held up the machete. “You want to trade me? This looks more like a sword.”

      “No, that’s alright,” I said, holding up a hand. “The machete’s gonna be easier for you to swing anyway.”

      “Ooh, see,” she giggled, “you are a knight. So considerate and chivalrous.”

      That was enough to make me laugh, and I carried the door with me like a shield. On we walked, northward, toward the Tower of Terror.

      Around a bend in the tracks, the tree line opened up, and ahead of us stood the Tower. Upon the constant backdrop of gloomy cloud cover, the Tower looked like it had come directly out of some horror movie from the 1940s. It was a ride designed to launch riders into the sky at break-neck speeds, giving them a view of the park from an unprecedented height. Jagged and imposing, it would be understandable for you to think it was supposed to be Dracula’s lair. It was black, with purple and red accents at the bottom that became a sickly green near the top.

      “I forgot how creepy it was,” Keely said.

      “I know,” Julia agreed, and then looked at me. “You’re sure the node is going to be here?”

      I shrugged. “That’s where I’d put it, anyway.”

      As we got closer, we were more careful about not being seen. Skirting around the edges of buildings and other rides, stopping any time we thought we might have heard a noise, or if we thought we saw Cupid flying overhead–thankfully, both the times that happened, it turned out to just be a bird.

      Finally reaching the base of the tower, we found an access door with a tight lock on it. “Gonna ease this one open too?”

      “Nah,” I said. “We don’t really need this one to re-lock after we’re done here.” I looked up at the gothic face of the tower, covered in gargoyles and horror architecture. “Besides, that’ll take a little while. I don’t really want to be here any longer than we have to be.” With that, I reared back, raised my shield hand, and slammed the edge of the shield down onto the side of the padlock. I hit the fixed end, where the pins are, and the first strike didn’t quite do the job, but with a second, and a third, and the lock popped open.

      “Well,” I said to the others, “it was kind of a sloppy job, and not my quietest work, but it’ll do. Let’s get in and out quick.”

      The door opened up, and it revealed the tiered internal structure of the tower. It had narrow platforms running around the outside, four of them evenly spaced, connected by ladders on either side.

      “Jeez, we have to climb all that way?” Keely asked, clearly dreading it.

      “Oh, it’ll be over before you know it,” I said, grabbing onto a rung and pulling myself up the ladder.

      I was wrong. It was absolutely grueling. After a few dozen feet, we all started to slow down, Keely on the other ladder, and Julia right below me. I didn’t know how the maintenance employees did it back then, climbing up the rides every day to find whatever might’ve been wrong with them. My arms burned as I pulled myself higher and higher, up the rungs, toward the top of the tower.

      “Ruben,” Julia said with a deep sigh, “this is too high. I need to rest.”

      I couldn’t blame her. “That’s alright,” I said. “Why don’t you stop at the next platform? There should be some windows there, maybe you can keep a lookout and make sure we’re not being followed.”

      “Okay, good idea,” she said, happy to have a reason to get off the ladder. She had a little ways to go, but soon enough she stepped off onto the narrow platform ringing around the inside of the tower.

      At long last, I felt the cool breeze of ocean air coming in from the coast, whistling by faster because of the altitude, and I came out on top of the tower. It wasn’t a huge platform, probably fifty feet squared, but in the center of it was the steepled roof of a creepy old-world cliffside manor.

      A doorway stood open, so, with the wind whipping through my hair and gently threatening to pull me from the tower, I stepped through. Inside the tower was mostly bare and empty. An electrical panel sat anchored to one wall, and near the door sat a pile of unused materials, like bricks and pieces of wood. A staircase spiraled up to the light booth, where, back when the park was working, the tower exuded an eerie green light.

      Now, though, there was a very different light up there, illuminating the space. It wasn’t green, but magenta; the very same color as the light that shone from Cupid’s eyes. “Bingo,” I said to myself.

      Just then, something caught my eye in the distance, floating in the sky. For a second, I tensed up, thinking it was Cupid. But, no, its motions were too fluid. I looked closer, and I saw the outstretched wings and curling, serpentine movements of Marjorie in dragon form.

      Was she watching us? Did she have some idea of what we were doing? Did she understand that we were trying to help her? I couldn’t tell, but I hoped so. It felt good, and I smiled to myself as I started to walk up the stairs. Just then, I heard Keely’s voice.

      “Ruben!” she called out and climbed up the top of the tower.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Julia says we’ve got company.”

      I glanced up at the magenta light, but then I groaned and jumped down the stairs, running to the edge of the tower and looking down. She was right; several figures were moving across the ground, making their way toward the tower. These weren’t animatronics, though; they moved too quickly. Besides that, the pallid color of their skin gave them away.

      Marauders.

      “Fuck,” I muttered, and looked at Keely. “Can those bastards climb?”

      She shrugged. “They’ve got hands, don’t they?”

      Looking down there again, it didn’t seem to me like there were tons of them, nothing like the horde I’d seen the first night. Eight, maybe ten at the most, they had probably just been the ones in earshot when I broke the lock. Still, this was bad.

      I cursed again when I looked out over the edge and saw a longer blur bounding toward the tower. That sickly-looking cat creature that I’d seen with them a few days earlier.

      “Okay, we’re in a tough spot,” I told Keely, “but we’ve got some advantages. Fighting uphill is always harder than downhill, and they’ll be fighting straight up. Plus, we’ve got some firepower.” I led her over to the pile of bricks and wood, and I picked up a few of them. “We can throw these down. Here, take a couple to give to Julia. It’s not much, but it might scare them off, if nothing else.”

      The marauders poured into the base of the tower, and they immediately started to climb. I knew they weren’t exactly mindless, I’d spoken with some of them before, but they seemed like they were in some kind of feeding frenzy as they started climbing up the inside of the tower. Some of them used the ladders, others just climbed the inside frame of the building.

      “Alright, everyone,” I said to the others, “let ’em have it!” We all lobbed our projectiles down at the attackers. A length of wood from Julia whirled end over end, clanging off the edge of a platform.

      Keely’s chunk of wood had a couple of nails burrowed into it, and when it caught a climbing marauder in the shoulder, he howled, losing his grip and falling to the ground. I felt the weight of a brick in my hand, throwing it as hard as I could down toward the ravenous freaks. The brick caught one of them square in the face, bursting into a dozen pieces and collapsing his skull.

      He plummeted to the ground.

      We seemed to be doing alright, early on, but something troubled me. I didn’t see the feline creature. It wasn’t among the attackers, climbing up at us. Just as I had that thought, though, I heard quick, rapid scratching along the side of the tower, and as I soon as I glanced over at the edge, I saw two thin paws, almost looking more like hands than anything else, grab onto the edge with their long, sharp claws.

      “Oh, hell,” I muttered, dropping my next brick down the shaft. It was met with a crunching sound, but I didn’t see which one of them it hit. “We’ve got company up here!” I yelled down.

      “What do you mean, company?” Julia called up.

      “Just try to keep them busy!” I picked up my baseball bat and train door shield, and I took a wide stance as the creature pulled itself up.

      Its long legs were thin and gaunt, like a spider’s legs. Its face came up over the edge, and it looked like it must have once been a lion, before the influence of the park corrupted it. Its fur had gone patchy and white, and its eyes were dark, bloodshot. It was sick and hungry, just like the marauders.

      What made me truly groan, though, was what I saw when it fully came over the top. Clinging to its back, gripping a crowbar in one gnarled hand, was my old friend Domenic, the Pig-Nosed ghoul. He looked just as ugly as before, though the final shovel blow I’d given him had clearly flattened his forehead a bit.

      “Oh, come on,” I said, over the sound of the wind. “Not this again.”

      “Long time, no see, eh?” Pig-Nose said as his leonine pet moved along the edge of the tower platform.

      “How’s your head feeling?”

      “Better than yours will be soon,” he spat.

      “And your girlfriend?” I asked, looking around. “Nixie, I think it was? Where’s she?”

      “She’ll be back,” he muttered. I thought I’d struck a nerve.

      “She didn’t like working for a brittle-boned son of a bitch, huh?”

      “Shut up!” he growled. “Y’know, you’ve caused quite the stir, you little shit,” Pig-Nose said, sneering a smile of broken, jagged teeth. “Got some people looking for you. They’d sure be happy if I brought you in.”

      “Not as happy as I’d be if I killed you,” I retorted. “Who wants me?”

      “Well, a little birdie told me you killed a few WISP agents,” Pig-Nose said as his feline mount circled me. “Actually, that’s pretty fuckin’ impressive. We killed one of those damn clankers a while back, but four? And what you did to Cupid…”

      “Wait, you’ve killed a WISP agent in the past?” I asked. “Cupid must not be happy with you, either.”

      Pig-Nose shrugged. “Eh. He’ll be happy to see me bring in Enemy Number One. We’re friends when we need to be, and when we don’t, we ain’t.” He raised his crowbar to shoulder height, and the gigantic feline came to a stop, lowering into a pouncing position. “So, what’s it gonna be?” Pig-Nose asked. “We gonna bring you down off the tower the easy way…” He glanced over at the edge. "...or the quick way?"

      The first night I met this rat flashed through my mind. He had sicced his cronies on Julia, intending to kill me and capture her, probably to sell her off to Cupid, or this Isaac figure. I didn’t want to think about what they would want her for. Steeling my resolve, and raising my bat and shield, I looked at him.

      “Julia!” I yelled. “Keely!”

      “Yeah?” came their voices from inside the tower.

      “How are you holding up?”

      “They’re still coming!” Julia yelled back, and I could hear fear in her voice.

      “Whatever you’re dealing with,” Keely shouted, “do it quick!”

      I nodded, still looking at Pig-Nose. “The quick way, then,” I said. “You or me.”

      He shrieked at me and dug his heels into the beast, urging it to pounce forward. I ducked low and darted to the side, catching one of its paws with the shield and tossing it off balance. Spinning around, I swung the bat at Pig-Nose’s leg, and the wood connected with a sickening whack.

      “Owww! Fuck!” he screamed. His corrupted lioness whipped around and pounced again, and this time I wasn’t quite ready to dodge it. Raising my baseball bat, I got it lodged into the feline’s crooked yellow teeth. It bit down, growling at me like it was trying to break the bat.

      “What are you even doing up here, anyway?” Pig-Nose asked. “We saw you break in, but what in the hell…” As he spoke, he must have seen the magenta light out of the corner of his eye. He slowly looked up into the top tower, where that light shone from the light booth. “Holy shit,” he breathed out. “Is that…?”

      With him distracted, I threw a kick up into the cat’s throat, and it roared, jumping back. I immediately dove into the tower room, running for the stairs. The doorway wasn’t big enough for the feline, so Pig-Nose hopped off of it, turned it toward the entrance into the main core of the tower, and smacked it on its haunches. The beast took off, diving down into the tower.

      Toward where Julia and Keely were.

      I did not have much time.

      “Fuck!” I shouted, and I sprinted toward the steps. Pig-Nose, for all his frailty, was quick as a whip, and he bounded up behind me, cracking me in the back of the head and knocking me down, furiously running up the steps before me. I shook myself off and ran after him, but he reached the light booth first.

      I don’t know what I expected to find up there, but it wasn’t this. In the center of the little booth, a fragment of…something floated in the air. It looked crystalline, almost like a shard of thick glass. It was deeply purple around the edges, and glowed with a bright magenta light.

      And Pig-Nose was holding it in his hands. “This is what you wanted,” he said, almost in awe, like he had forgotten that we’d just been fighting to the death. “It’s…this is where it all comes from, right? The power of the park. This is the same sort of thing that keeps Cupid alive, that lets him power all those fuckin’ clankers. This is the key to Isaac’s power over this place.” He looked up at me, and I swear I could see, deep in those beady black eyes, I could see a hint of magenta light. “And now I have it.”

      I didn’t have time to think about what this would do, or whether it would work. I swung the baseball bat as hard as I possibly could, smashing it down on the shard in Pig-Nose’s hands. Under the force of the bat, the shard exploded, flashing in a cloud of magenta sparks that erupted from his hands like a shock wave. I was blinded at first, but when my sight came back, I saw Pig-Nose lying on the ground, the palms of his hands burned black.

      The shard seemed to have been transferring its power into Pig-Nose. The act of destroying it, apparently, sent all that power streaming into him at once, and his body, frail as it was, just couldn’t take it.

      Good fucking riddance.

      I hefted his body up over my shoulders, which wasn’t all that hard to do with how light he was. Running down the stairs, I went as fast as I could to the main section of the tower. “Julia! Keely!” I yelled out, and before they could respond, I added, “Get against the walls!” With that, I tossed Pig-Nose’s body over the edge, sending him flying down the shaft of the tower, and crashing into the pile of bodies below.

      Wait, I thought. Pile of bodies? I looked down over the edge and saw that the feline creature was down at the bottom already, feasting on the bodies of her fallen comrades. Julia and Keely looked up at me from the narrow platforms around the edge of the tower.

      “We’ve actually got things under control here,” Julia said with a smile.

      I made my way down, and as we descended, the girls explained to me that the creature had immediately targeted Julia, and it leapt down the tower, headed right for her. She had raised her hand, though, and spoken softly to it. The creature had slowed to a stop, and rather than tearing her limb from limb, she sat down. When one of the marauders climbed up to attack Julia, the cat defended her, turning on all the pallid, frail ghouls and tearing them to pieces.

      I had to wonder if no one had ever treated that animal kindly before.

      “Wow, Julia,” I said as we reached the bottom, which was now littered with the black-blooded shreds of our attackers. “Your connection to living things is pretty amazing.”

      “Thanks,” she said with a blush, rubbing her hand along the snout of the feline.

      “You gonna name this one?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. “Like you did Maze?”

      “Oh, Maze,” she said. “I hope he’s safe. But you’re right, I probably should.” She scratched the scruff under the cat’s chin. “This one’s a girl. I’m thinking Leona.”

      “That seems appropriate,” I agreed, and I reached out to brush the sparse white fur of her neck. “Thanks for the help, Leona.” Julia massaged Leona’s face a bit more before letting go, and Leona seemed to bow before dashing out the door and into the park.

      “How did things go up at the top?” Keely asked as we watched Leona scamper away.

      I nodded as we stepped back outside. “Mission accomplished. Isaac has no power over this place anymore.”

      “That’s good to hear,” Julia said, looking back up at the macabre façade of the tower. A magenta flash of light seemed to ripple across the sky, as if the barrier was straining. “It’s still creepy, though.”
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      Our next expedition came at night. We didn’t know how many other marauders there were like Pig-Nose and his gang out there, but we wanted to avoid giving them any extra help in spotting us. Under cover of darkness, we slipped into Fantasy Circle, past the frozen Teacups ride, past the silent, watching steeds of the carousel, and past the curling mechanical tentacles of the Octopus ride. I couldn’t shake the feeling I was being watched.

      Keeping low and clinging to the metal gates that surrounded each ride, we turned around one bend and finally saw it. The Pirate Storm, an enormous pirate ship suspended by its mast, hanging from two metal A-stand supports. Against the dim ambient light of the emergency runners in the park, I could just barely make out the shape of the mermaid figurehead clinging to the front. Other than that, though, everything looked perfectly still. This should be an easy one, in and out.

      “You see that?” I whispered to Julia and Keely as we crouched down beside a metal gate.

      “What?” Julia asked.

      I pointed up to the crow’s nest, at the top of the mast. “Up there.” Just barely visible against the darkness of the night sky, a soft magenta glow emanated from within the crow’s nest. “That’s where I need to go.”

      “You sure you want to go somewhere high up again?” Keely asked. “The last time wasn’t so fun.”

      “Well, I’m not really doing it for the fun of it,” I said. “I’d prefer it if the nodes were closer to the ground, maybe embedded in an ice cream shop, but I didn’t get to place them. Still, the quicker we are, and the quieter we are, the better chance we have of avoiding another fight.”

      Sneaking across the way to the Pirate Storm, we found the gates were closed, but the little metal fence was easy enough to jump. Keeping our eyes and ears out, we found the gangway that led onto the ship and climbed aboard. It was a strange feeling; I hadn’t ridden this ride in a long time, but when I was a kid, it was my absolute favorite. The thing was massive, able to hold over one hundred and fifty people on its two decks. The interior was lined with seats that had basically zero safety protections–it was grandfathered into all those laws–and in the middle of the ride were some stairs leading up to the upper deck.

      As we got closer to the stairs, though, I noticed something; a couple of empty spaces, circles marking the floor. The realization hit me of what those were; back when the park was operating, there had been two pirate animatronics that stood there, basically waving to the guests and spouting off the occasional cliché pirate phrase.

      They were instantly recognizable.

      Now they were gone. That could be a bad thing, could be a good thing. I certainly hadn’t seen any sign of them, so maybe they had been destroyed a long time ago. Hell, Pig-Nose had said he killed an animatronic once; maybe it was one of these.

      Either way, I kept my shield and bat close.

      We slowly climbed the stairs to the upper deck, and then, there, in the middle of the deck, was the mast. It stretched high up into the sky, just like the Tower of Terror, but this time, instead of a maintenance ladder leading up to the crow’s nest, it was a rope ladder. Of course it was. Because it was a goddamn pirate ship.

      At least it was secured at the bottom.

      “Okay, you two stay down here and keep watch,” I told Julia and Keely, “and I’ll climb up, smash the shard, and we can high-tail it out of here.”

      “We can do that,” Julia replied, but as she said that, we heard a deep, low rumble below us, like the sound of gears turning. It sent vibrations through the whole ship, and my heart sunk, because I knew exactly what had happened.

      The ride had turned on.

      “Shit,” I muttered, glancing up at the crow’s nest, and then back down to the girls. “We’ve got to move quickly. This ship is going to start swinging back and forth, and it’s going to be really hard to hold on, but we can do this.”

      “I think not!” bellowed a booming voice, and we looked up toward the helm. Stepping down the stairs onto the deck, with a peg leg and all, was a mechanical animatronic pirate captain. “The day I see a crew o’ lily-livered, land-lubben’ miscreants climb aboard my ship and cleave down the power from atop my crow’s nest…is the day I’ll use me own body as shark bait.”

      He was tall and wide, wearing a long dark coat and a hat, and in one hand he held a curved saber. In place of the other, he bore a sharp hook. His face was made of plaster, it seemed, but he still wore an eyepatch, and several of his iron teeth were painted gold. A deep magenta glow shone from his one good eye.

      “We’ve got no problem with you!” I responded, wondering if some kind of parlay would be an option. “We’re here for the shard. Once that’s gone, we’ll leave you and your crew alone, to…” I looked around at the grounded ship, “…sail the seas in peace?”

      “Ye know right well that this here ship has run aground,” the captain retorted. “That there shard grants power to the ruler of this island, and he hath sworn to help us return to the sea. We shan’t let ye take that away.”

      “So you’re looking for Cupid’s bounty on me too, huh?”

      The captain seemed to smile. “Aye. No pirate’s captain before me ever turned down a bit of booty for a kill, and me crew and I shan’t be the first! Will we, boys?”

      Two more animatronic pirates climbed up the sides of the ship, hopping over the handrail and brandishing swords at us. “Aye, cap’n,” one of them said.

      “Spose’d to say ‘no’ to that one, I think,” the other one muttered.

      “Oh! Right, yeah. No, cap’n!”

      I had never seen an animatronic robot look demoralized, but I saw it that night in the one gleaming eye of that pirate captain. “Just kill ’em, ye bilge-suckin’ ship rats!”

      The three of them charged us, swinging their swords.

      With a loud crack, Keely disappeared into thin air. I had no idea what her plan was, but I just hoped it didn’t involve ditching us. Julia and I squared off against the pirates as they reached us, and I raised my shield just in time to catch one of their hooks on the edge. Pushing him back, I swung my bat for his leg and swept it out from under him.

      As we started to fight, the ship rumbled to life and began to swing. It was a small motion at first, the ship lurching one way and then another, but I knew it wouldn’t be long before it started getting untenable. So, when the pirate fell to the deck, I swung my bat down low, catching him in the head and sending him reeling, falling back and landing on his metal and hard plastic ass.

      The blow had cracked my bat down the middle. I glanced over at Julia, using her machete to trade sword swipes with one of the pirates. I started moving over to help, but the pirate caught the machete in his hook, flipping it so it was wrenched out of her hand, and then he threw his shoulder into her, knocking Julia right over the edge of the ship.

      “Julia!” I cried, but she was gone. Her machete remained, lodged in the wood of the deck. I leapt for the weapon, grabbing the handle and rolling across the deck, bringing it up just in time to parry a slash from the other pirate.

      Quickly, though, I had both of them on me, each one swinging their sword and lashing out with their hook. “We’ll keelhaul ye!” one of them growled.

      “Aye!” the other sneered. “Ye’ll be feedin’ the fishes this night!”

      “What fishes?” I demanded, dodging another slash and parrying it with the machete. “We’re on land, dumbass!”

      “Arrgh!” the first one retorted, and his hook caught my Wonder Island t-shirt, tearing a gash down the front and barely missing my skin. I tried to step back, but the ship was swinging harder now, and I missed my footing and fell to a knee.

      The pirates had me right where they wanted me. They raised their swords, eyes glowing magenta in the night, and just before they swung, another mechanical voice called out.

      “Mind if I join in?” yelled the mermaid who had been gripping the front of the ship. She had crawled around and dropped down onto the deck, her tail coiled beneath her like a snake. And up on her shoulder sat Keely, looking very pleased with herself.

      The mermaid snarled and charged forward, with Keely slipping off her shoulder, and the pirates screamed and ran. I took my chance, darting over to the ladder leading up to the crow’s nest. Climbing a lot faster this time, I finally reached the top, dropping down into the crow’s nest. There, floating in the air, in the middle of a magenta cloud of light, hung the shard. The node of Isaac’s power. I reached out to grab it, but nearly fell off the side–the ship was swinging so wildly, I could barely hold on.

      “Ruben!” shouted a voice, and I looked down to see Julia, all the way on the ground. She was standing at a weird little podium, which I quickly realized was the ride’s control! “How do I stop this thing?”

      “I don’t know!” I called, my knuckles white as they gripped the side of the crow’s nest. “Is there a big red button or anything?”

      “No!”

      “Well, hit as many buttons as you can!” I yelled down to her. “It can’t get any worse than this!”

      “Oh, lad, I think it can,” I looked up to see the captain, clinging to the yard arm of the mast with his hook. At this point he was almost directly above me; the ship was already swinging harder than it was ever designed to do.

      “Don’t do this!” I shouted at him, holding on tight as the ship swung back the other way. “Isaac isn’t going to help you! Don’t defend him!”

      “Ye’ll not speak such fish words to me, dog!” he shouted back, his one live eye blazing. “It don’t take an old sea dog to spot scurvy!”

      He leapt off the yardarm, his hook still securely around it, and he used the momentum of the swinging ship to spin around the wooden pole, picking up speed. As he let go, he flew through the air, and to my horror, the ship swung as hard as it possibly could. The body of the ship actually spun overhead, completing a full circle and leaving me inside the crow’s nest, clinging to the walls with nothing but the open ground below me. As the ship crossed the top and started swinging down again, I heard a thump from outside the crow’s nest, and saw the captain’s head peek over the edge.

      “Ye’ll walk the plank for this!” he growled.

      “That’s a tired line!” I replied, and as the ship came back around right ways up, I stood and kicked.

      The captain dodged backward, thinking I was trying to kick him, but he wasn’t my target. My shoe connected with the shard, knocking it out of whatever field was holding it aloft, and sending it flying through the air.

      “No!” the pirate roared, and he leapt into the air after the shard, following it all the way down to the ground below. The shard shattered upon impact in a flash of magenta light that sent a shockwave across the ground. An instant later, the pirate hit the pavement legs-first with a heavy crunch, his internal mechanics shattering just as the shard had done. His upper half remained mostly intact, but it was lodged in the ground.

      “I think I’ve got it!” I heard from far down below, and slowly–far more slowly than I would’ve liked–the ship started to slow down and grind to a stop. My hands shook as I pulled myself up and out of the crow’s nest, doing my absolute damnedest not to throw up all over the ship, and I started climbing back down the mast. The rope ladder was far too unstable for my liking, but it saw me safely down to the deck.

      When I finally climbed off the ladder, I sat down on the deck and laid on my back. The girls ran up to me and knelt down beside me. “Ruben! Are you alright?” Julia asked, cradling my head in her hands.

      “Yeah, I’m okay,” I said. “I just need a minute for the world to stop spinning.”

      “I’m sorry about that,” she replied. “I’d never used the mechanics before. I think I must have hit the Go Absolutely Nuts button.”

      “It’s alright, you got it to stop,” I comforted her, and then I looked at Keely. “And how the hell did you get that mermaid to join the fight?”

      She shrugged. “I asked her how she felt about the pirates, and she said she fucking hated them. I left the rest to her.”

      “Top notch work,” I said, and then I pointed up at the sky. “And look!” High above us, there was a section of the sky that was black. Darker than I’d ever seen. In fact, seeing that completely black spot made it obvious that there was a magenta twinge to the entire sky; we just couldn’t see it before because it was even across the whole place.

      Now, though, the power of Isaac’s barrier was compromised.
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      Back at the gift shop, the girls and I had gotten embroiled in a bit of an argument.

      “You can’t just go out there on your own,” Julia insisted. “It’s not safe! Every time we’ve gone out there, we get ambushed by one group of monsters or another.”

      “She’s right, Ruben,” Keely agreed, nodding her head as she leaned against the wall, arms folded. “What happens if you go out there alone, and you stumble into a bunch of those ghouls? Or you get cornered by, I don’t know, a bunch of mechanical dinosaurs? Or, hell, what if Cupid or his goons spot you? We’ve barely made it out of all these scraps alive. If you get caught out there alone…”

      She clearly couldn’t finish the thought, so I stepped over and put my arms around her. “Keely, I know it’s dangerous,” I told her. “That’s why I need to do it alone. They’ll be looking for three of us, and if it’s just me, I’ll be able to hide easier. Besides…” I reached out and took Julia’s arm, drawing her into our embrace. “Besides, they’re getting more violent. More unhinged. If they did catch us, I can’t let them hurt you. Either of you. I need to know you’re safe.”

      Julia looked up at me with big, worried eyes. “Isaac wants to kill you.”

      I smiled down at her. “Well, I’m gonna work real hard to make sure he doesn’t get a chance. And anyway, if this plan works, we’re gonna have a dragon on our side, so he can shove it.”

      “I’m not joking, Ruben,” she said. “He’s got his people looking for you. And not just Cupid and the animatronic WISP agents, either. He’s working with those marauders now. They’ve never worked together. WISP has never even paid any attention at all to the dregs of the park, but now they’re cooperating, and it’s all to kill you.”

      “He’s never looked for anyone this hard,” Keely said. “He didn’t even look for me and Julia this hard.”

      My eyebrows furrowed. “What do you mean, looked for you?” I asked. “Why was he looking for you two?”

      “Keely,” Julia said, with a tired, scolding tone to her voice.

      “What?” she asked. “He deserves to know.”

      “Know what?”

      Julia sighed. “Keely and I…and Marjorie too…we all used to work for Isaac,” she said. “We weren’t like Cupid. We didn’t hurt people. We just did simple, basic things to keep his whole operation running. I only ever met him a couple of times.”

      “Same with me,” Keely added. “I just did simple, menial work, but it was degrading, and we were always afraid that he might want more. We were afraid that we wouldn’t be able to do anything to stop him.”

      “There were more girls than just us. Lots of them are still in there,” Julia continued. “Marjorie was one of the first to leave, but in the chaos of that uprising, we escaped. Us, and a few others. We all tried to stay together for a long time, but…”

      “Cupid made sure we couldn’t. His raids…he killed lots of people. As far as we know, Julia, Marjorie, and I are the only ones left. The only bit of resistance on the whole island.”

      “Except me,” I said. Their story had bubbled up a hot storm of anger in me. I’d had no idea that Isaac had essentially enslaved these girls, and who knew how many others, and had subjected them to a life, first of servitude, and then of fear. Before, I would’ve been content to just get everyone who wanted to leave off the island. But now, Isaac and Cupid had to answer for their crimes.

      They had to die.

      “Don’t you see why we don’t want you to go?” Julia asked, putting her hand on my chest. “If we lose you, we lose our last hope of happiness.”

      “I understand,” I told her, leaning down to kiss her head. “But that’s exactly why I have to go. We need to be as careful as possible not to be found before we’re ready. If we make any wrong move, if too many of us are out at the same time, we might get spotted again. This time, it might be Cupid himself, and I don’t think he’s going to underestimate us again. I’m doing this to keep us safe.”

      They weren’t really happy with my decision, but they could tell I wasn’t going to change my mind. I was going to head out into the park to find Marjorie, tell her what we had done, and hopefully convince her that she could trust us. I suspected she already knew what we were doing, but I wanted to go tell her in person that we’d done it.

      Julia tried to give me the machete, but I turned her down, instead fastening some bands around the bat to help keep it together. The crack wasn’t too terribly deep, but it was still definitely something to keep an eye on. Resting that on my shoulder, and hefting my train door shield in my other hand, I kissed both girls goodbye and then stepped out through the door, into the cloudy gray light of day.

      Across the walkway from our little gift shop, there stood a small network of buildings. They had once served as a food court, designed in a patronizingly fake Chinese architectural style, kind of reminiscent of a pagoda. It was the sort of thing that a normal park-visitor would probably have rolled their eyes at, but it seemed particularly appropriate now because, as I closed the door behind me and looked toward the pagoda, up above its sloped roof waited a dragon. Marjorie. She floated in the air, wings outstretched, waiting for me.
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      She hung in the air, her dark eyes staring at me, burning holes through my chest.

      For what seemed like the longest time, we were still, looking at each other, waiting for the other to make the first move. I wasn’t sure if I should speak to her, or if I should wait for her to speak first. It seemed like we both knew what was coming.

      I took a step forward, and with a rush of wind, Marjorie swooped through the air, curling and twisting and fleeing away from me. I felt a thought deep in my mind, that I somehow knew was true, that I needed to follow her.

      She was still testing the waters, wanting to make sure that I wouldn’t give up and leave in a moment of difficulty. With a deep groan, I resolved to chase after her; I wasn’t excited about it, but if this was what she needed to know in order to trust us, I was going to do it for her.

      Off I ran, through the little corridors between stalls of the food court, not even bothering to look at each one and try to decipher what each one had been long ago. While I still had sight of her draconic body in the air, I followed Marjorie, but it wasn’t long before I lost her. I tried to keep close to the buildings as much as I could to avoid being an easy target, although it occurred to me that it wasn’t me that was going to draw attention, it was the dragon flying through the sky.

      Hopefully the forces that were looking for me would decide they didn’t want to deal with a dragon.

      I stalked between the buildings as they transitioned from food shacks into souvenir shops, suddenly nervous that I’d made a mistake coming out here alone. Holding my shield up and tightening my grip on the bat, I clung to the walls and looked down every little park street before moving on to the next one.

      A rush of wind blew behind me, and I whipped around just in time to see the end of a tail disappear between shops. Marjorie was stalking me just as much as I was stalking her, but she seemed like, at least a little bit, she was toying with me. As the sound of her blowing through this little hamlet grew more distant, I heard a pair of electronic screams, and I caught sight of two animatronic WISP henchmen running away. One of them looked like an actual robot, and the other looked like an astronaut–I guessed they must have wandered away from the rocket-themed ride Asteroid Attack in another part of the park.

      It was good to see that the animatronics actually were afraid of her, at least.

      Looking in that direction, and then craning my neck upward, I realized where she was leading me.

      She was leading me back toward the roller coaster section of the park.

      She was leading me toward Coaster Alley.

      She was leading me toward the Dragon’s Fury.

      That realization, more the ominousness of how it sounded, made me gulp in apprehension, but I pressed on. Soon, I came out of the souvenir shops and came to face the bottom of the roller coaster. Its main rail was black, flanked on either side by red side rails to keep the cars balanced. The track actually came out of the gate and, unlike most coasters that latch onto their tow chain and get pulled up a single long hill, this one’s tow track pulled it up a tight, intense spiral.

      From there, it screamed downward, banking into twists and turns, loops and corkscrews, taking an incredibly fluid, serpentine path that I realized now must have given itself for the way Marjorie flew in her dragon form.

      This roller coaster was her personality. It was incredible how well she fit it.

      I looked up and down the street to make sure I wasn’t being watched, and even looked up into the sky to search for Cupid’s wings, but I saw nothing, so I darted across the way and up the stairs into the coaster’s starting station. As I entered, I heard a familiar clicking sound.

      The coaster had been turned on. It was running. And as I stepped into the station, I saw that the first car was already being pulled out.

      I made a quick, split-second decision, and I leapt into the first car. The seat bars hadn’t been lowered, since obviously there was no attendant to do so, and I slipped into the car easily enough. Of course, I would have to hold on to ensure I didn’t slip out, a thought which gave me flashbacks to last night, clinging to the inside of that damn crow’s nest.

      The coaster car circled in that tight spiral as it slowly made its way up, higher and higher, to the top of that first hill. It was a strange feeling, being on a ride that I’d experienced probably hundreds of times before, which had always been such a fun, joyful experience, and to now have it be part of an insurgent movement against this Isaac character. It seemed to almost work backward through my memory, turning those experiences into, somehow, part of what prepared me for this intense struggle.

      Looking up ahead, I saw that at the top of the incline there was a walkway, off to the side of the track, for repairs and things like that. Standing up there, in her human form, clad in that skin-tight black bodysuit, was Marjorie. Her face was inscrutable–it was half hidden by that streak of dark hair that hung over her eyes, anyway–but I was glad that she at least trusted me enough to be seen like this.

      I got ready to exit the car, and as soon as it reached the walkway I climbed out and planted my feet on the metal grate stairs. The car climbed up a little higher, tipped over the edge, and screamed down the track like, well…like a dragon. Looking up at this beautiful woman, I smiled, and walked closer. “Hi, Marjorie,” I said.

      “Hello, Ruben,” she replied, and then she pointed at the shield. “Or, should I say Sir Ruben?”

      I laughed a little. “Yeah, yeah, I guess so.” We both stood there for a moment, just looking at each other, unsure of what to say. “So, how’ve you been?”

      “Better than you all,” Marjorie said with a little smirk. “I saw you on top of the Tower of Terror the other day. Looked like you had your hands full.”

      “Well, you’re not wrong,” I agreed. “But we got the job done. Any chance you saw us at the Pirate Storm?”

      “Oh, you mean the bright flash of light that lit up the night sky from the top of a spinning ship?” she asked, laughing. “Yes. Yes, I saw that. I’d bet everyone saw that, by the way, so I’d be careful if I were you.”

      “I appreciate the tip.” I nodded. “But do you know what we were doing? I remembered you said that you couldn’t escape this place. We figured out why, and we’ve started taking care of it. There are openings in the barrier over the park now.” I looked at her with earnestness in my eyes. “We want to help you escape. I mean, we want to help everyone escape. But that includes you."

      She stared into my eyes with scrutiny, no longer joking around. “Why are you doing this?” she asked. “Why would you want to help me? You don’t even know me. What do you want from me?”

      “We don’t want anything from you,” I said, shaking my head. “I told you why we’re doing this. We’re trying to help the people here. We’re trying to bring down Isaac, and Cupid, the whole thing. You’re the first person we’ve been able to help, besides each other, but I understand there are more in need of help. Some are still within Isaac’s grasp. So, now that we’ve been able to help you, we want to help them.”

      “And now you want me to fight with you,” Marjorie said. “You want a big, fire-breathing dragon swooping down onto Isaac’s headquarters, smashing down the gates, doing your bidding. Is that it? Is that why you helped me?”

      I shook my head again. “Nope. You’re free to go. If you want to fly right out through the cracks in the barrier, you are welcome to do so. We didn’t do this to gain a comrade in the fight, we did it for the same reason we’re fighting; to help those that Isaac has hurt.” I smiled up at her. “Of course, if you did decide to stay and fight, it’s not like I could stop you. What, am I gonna say no to a fire-breathing dragon?”

      In an instant, I saw the hard stone walls she kept around herself crumble a little, and she smiled back at me. “I guess not,” she said, and then sighed deeply, looking out over the park. “Look, it’s not easy for me to trust people, or to work with them. I’m used to being made to work for people, so I don’t like doing it.” She turned her eyes back to me. “Can you give me some time to think it over? A day or two?”

      I reached up and gently put my hand over hers. “Of course,” I told her. “Take all the time you need. We’ll be here when you’ve made your decision, and we’ll support you, whatever those decisions are.”

      She blinked her eyes a couple of times, and I could have sworn it was to fight back some tears. “Okay,” she said. “I know where to find you.” Then, pulling away from me, she moved to the very top of the coaster’s hill. Leaping into the air, she burst into flames, her great stone wings unfurling, and she lifted herself up high into the air.

      She was about to turn in mid air and dive out of the sky when I heard it. A low, thrumming thwang, and then a whistle as something careened through the air. Time seemed to slow down as an arrow, thicker than any arrow I had ever seen, flew past me and ripped right through Marjorie’s wing, tearing an enormous hole out of it. When I caught sight of the arrow, I couldn’t believe it. Rather than a normal arrowhead, or a cutesy heart-shaped arrow, this one was fashioned out of the head of a shovel.

      The shovel head I had left embedded in Cupid’s eye.

      My head spun until I caught sight of the impish devil, hovering in the sky with his bow in hand. His good eye glowed magenta, but a plume of magical smoke poured out of the gaping hole in the other, like flames. His grin, once intended to look adorable and loving, now looked sinister and hateful. He seemed to tip his head toward me, and then he turned and flew off, like he was only toying with me this time. Only trying to cause pain.

      Marjorie let out an earth-shattering roar and a blast of fire and smoke, and she started to turn human in the air, her stone skin melting away. I reached out to catch her, but she was too far away, and she slowly started to fall down toward the track.

      At that moment, the second roller coaster car was click-clacking up the track. It was my only shot. I hopped into it just as it crested over the hill, holding on for dear life, hoping that I could get underneath her in time.
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      The scream of the roller coaster mingled with my own as it sent me flying down the hill, racing toward the bottom. Everything in front of me was a blur, whizzing by so fast I didn’t even have time to see things before they blazed past me. I craned my neck behind me to keep an eye on Marjorie. She was falling, but she’d been high up enough when she got hit that I thought I just might have a chance.

      When she got hit.

      When she got hit with an arrow I essentially gave to Cupid.

      Shit.

      The rollercoaster reached the bottom of the hill and swerved hard, banking into the turn so that the car was almost entirely on its side. It twisted this way and that, and I had to wrap my arm around the lap bar to keep from falling out as the train pulled a corkscrew, sending the train spinning top over bottom once, twice, and a third time. It banked another hard left, and as we rose up a smaller hill, I saw Marjorie falling.

      As my eyes followed her path down to the tracks, I realized I was going too fast.

      I was going to miss her.

      I had to slow down.

      Looking over my shoulder, I climbed, as absolutely careful as I possibly could, out of my compartment and down the line, stepping into one compartment and then the next, white knuckling the lap bars as I went. The wind threw my hair all over the place, threatening to rip me right off the ride. I climbed over one car, and then another, and finally fell into the back car.

      Glancing forward again, to make sure I timed this as well as I could, I reached out behind the car, insanely, down toward the track with my train door shield arm. Holding the shield in my hand, I let it hit the roller coaster track.

      Clang clang clang clang clang, it bounced up and down on the track, and with every hit the blow slowed the coaster car down just a little, just a little, and just a little more.

      I held onto the shield as long as I could, as the impacts gradually deformed the edges of the shield, until it was finally torn from my hand.

      I turned back around, and with only a second or two to spare, I reached out my arms. The track was running downward again now, which worked to lessen the impact ever so slightly when Marjorie’s body connected with the car, landing right into my arms.

      “Fuck!” I shouted, the adrenaline pumping through my veins, my entire system on fire with nerves and wild energy. I pulled her in close and saw that she was unconscious. With the erratic and violent motion of the roller coaster, I couldn’t even tell if she was breathing, or if she had a pulse. I just had to hold on and pray that we would make it through this thing.

      I started to worry when we rose up the next hill, and we slowed down faster than I thought we were supposed to. Of course, I realized. I slowed us down too much. With the way these rides were calibrated, even a slight change in velocity could mean the ride doesn’t work the way it’s designed to. We reached the top of the hill, but we didn’t quite crest it, and with a slow, sickening feeling, we started to fall backward.

      Luckily, the hill we had just been over was a little higher, so we didn’t crest that one either. We fell into a backwards-and-forwards motion which, while it reminded me of the Pirate Storm ride to a degree that made me uncomfortable, was at least stabilizing. As we were starting to come to a stop, though, I heard something.

      The rattling of a roller coaster car on the track, flying down a hill.

      The roller coaster was still going.

      There was another car coming.

      I looked behind us and I saw it. Getting closer, this one was empty, so it didn’t have our weight to slow it down, and it certainly didn’t have anyone in it slamming a piece of metal into the tracks to slow it further. It was coming in hot and fast, and we didn’t have much time.

      “Okay! Come on, Marjorie,” I said to her unconscious body, and I tossed my bat out of the car. Then, lifting her up and draping her over my shoulder, I stood up in the train car and looked down. It was a pretty significant drop, probably six to eight feet, but there was grass down there. It was dead grass, sure, but better than gravel or cobblestone.

      Glancing back at the oncoming roller coaster car, I bent my knees once, twice, timing it right, and then I stepped forward, dropping rather than jumping, and almost the instant we left the car, the new one came shrieking down the hill, slamming into the back of the cars we had just been in.

      An awful, sickening sound of metal slamming into metal, the pieces splitting and contorting under the incredible force, echoed through the park, and I pulled Marjorie underneath the track to protect her from shrapnel.

      I held her there for a short while, her head in my lap, gently stroking her hair and cheek to try and draw her out of unconsciousness, and finally her striking violet eyes fluttered open. She looked up at me with surprise, and then a slight smile tugged at the corners of her lips. “You…you saved me,” she said softly.

      “I did what I could,” I replied.

      “No one’s ever saved me before.”

      I shrugged. “From what I’ve seen, this is probably the first time you’ve ever needed anyone to.”

      She laughed and nodded. “I think so. Still, thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” I told her, and I brushed the hair out of her eyes. “Now, I don’t mean to rush you, but if you can walk, we should get out of here. I’m hoping Cupid thinks we died in that crash, but there’s a good chance he’s gonna come looking soon.”

      “We could walk,” Marjorie said, “or I could do you one better.” She pulled herself to her feet and glanced back at me with a smile. “No one’s ever ridden me before,” she grinned, with plenty of innuendo dripping from her words, “but I think I can make an exception.”

      Suddenly, though, she stopped. She looked confused, and then scared. “I…I can’t change,” she said, almost panicked. “II’ve never not been able to change. What’s wrong? What’s wrong with me?”

      I put a hand on her back. “I think it must have something to do with Cupid’s arrow. It hurt your wing. That’s why you fell.” Turning her around, I looked her in the eyes. “We need to get you back to Julia. I think she might be able to heal you. But to do that, we’ve got to move quickly and carefully. We can’t afford to be caught by Cupid again. Understand?”

      She nodded.

      “Okay, good,” I said. “Let’s go.”
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      Marjorie was at least able to walk.

      It seemed that the injury Cupid’s arrow had given her had only affected her dragon form, and her human body was unharmed. We were lucky in that, at least. I helped her to her feet, grabbed my bat, and we set off. Moving under the tracks of the Dragon’s Fury for as long as we could manage, we tried to keep ourselves harder to spot. Behind us, we heard another crash boom, because, of course, the roller coaster was still running. It would probably destroy every single car the ride had, if nobody stopped it.

      It occurred to me that the thought might be painful for Marjorie, since it was her home. I cursed Cupid in my heart for forcing us to destroy it.

      Once we reached a couple of trees, we used them for cover, darting across a pathway and heading in the direction of Fantasy Circle. It was away from the gift shop, but that was part of the point; going straight there might just lead Cupid and his cronies right to our hideout.

      Once we felt safe, hiding behind a dumpster in the back of a bumper cars ride, we poked our heads out to look back toward the roller coaster. Sure enough, we soon saw the winged form of Cupid high in the air, circling like a buzzard. He eventually came down, hovering over the wreckage, inspecting it. He must have realized that we weren’t there, that our mashed and shredded bodies weren’t in the twisted pile of broken metal, and he let out a deep, mechanical roar.

      Fine, I thought. Fuck him. Let him rage.

      “Agents of WISP!” he bellowed, like he had flipped a switch inside his head that turned his mouth from a drive-thru speaker into a megaphone. As he called out to them, he shot up into the air so that his voice echoed across the park. “Be advised! Be alerted! Two fugitives, one male, one female! Wanted! Priority One! Reward level Prime for capture! Repeat: Two fugitives! Priority One, reward level Prime! Arrest and detain, dead or alive! I repeat: authorization to kill granted! Find them! Find them!”

      “You think he’s talking about us?” Marjorie asked, and I looked over to see her smirking. I was impressed that she had such a cool head that she could joke at a time like this.

      “Yeah, I’d say so.”

      “Where do you think we should go?”

      “That’s a good question,” I said. “I’m thinking we head away from the gift shop, so that at least if he does spot us, we’re not leading him right to Julia and Keely.”

      “Makes sense,” Marjorie agreed.

      “That’ll take us toward Fantasy Circle and the carnival games area, and there’s a bridge over that way that crosses over the Wonder Island Express tracks. Most of the train tracks go around the outside, off the cobbled paths. I figure, the animatronics at least are probably less likely to follow us there, because they’re so heavy. They won’t move so fast on soft ground.”

      “Huh,” Marjorie said.

      “What?”

      “Well, it’s just, I’ve been here as long as I can remember, and I never thought of that.”

      I shrugged. “Well, sure. You fly most of the time. You never needed to.”

      “Yeah, I guess…”

      “What do you think of the plan?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Let’s do it.”

      By now, I’d gotten pretty good at sneaking around, staying unseen. I’d had a lot of practice crisscrossing the park while keeping to the shadows, clinging to the spaces under the tree cover and the overhangs of buildings. Marjorie hadn’t had that experience, hadn’t been able to hone those skills. Still, she was a remarkable student, and she quickly got the hang of it, moving silently across gravel and darting in a zig-zag pattern across pathways.

      I felt we had a pretty good chance of making it back.

      When we finally made our way out of Coaster Alley, moving into the carnival games area of the park, the sun was setting over the distant skyline. Its orange and pink light cutting through the clouds shone through the legs of roller coasters, and made a black silhouette out of the Ferris Wheel, all the way off in Wonder Kingdom. We might have to find a place to stay for the night, I thought. I hope Julia and Keely don’t worry too much.

      Just as we entered the carnival games, slinking between the booths and stalls, I heard a sound that took me right out of this place and transported me through time and space back home.

      The plinking and twanging of a banjo.

      Those picked notes floated through the air, an eerie and unsettling tune that told me immediately someone was there. And they knew we were there too.

      They were waiting for us.

      “Who’s there?” I asked, cautiously stepping out of the shadows.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Marjorie hissed at me, trying to pull me back in.

      But there was no point in hiding anymore. Better to deal with whatever this was. “Stay here and keep out of sight,” I whispered to her, and then I walked out to meet our ambushers.

      I heard footsteps before I saw them. The lilting sound of the banjo grew louder, and around a corner walked a mouse. Or maybe it was a shrew, or a prairie dog–it was some kind of rodent, anyway, and it was holding a banjo across its chest. I quickly realized, of course, that it wasn’t actually playing the banjo, it was just holding it; a speaker in the drum of the banjo played the tune.

      “I’m Banjo Scouse, the Banjo Mouse,” said the banjo-playing rodent, “from the Wolder Island Wild Times Band.” He came to a stop, and the banjo music cut out of the speaker. “And we’re takin’ you varmints in.”

      The memory dawned on me immediately. “Oh, I remember you,” I said, putting my hand to my forehead. “You guys were that shitty band that kids went to for birthday parties, over in the kiddie section of the park! You were always broken!”

      Banjo the Mouse didn’t seem to care about what I was saying. A loud, high-pitched whistle sounded from his speakers, and two more of his band members walked into view, one to our left, the other behind us. One of them was a giant mechanical chicken wearing half-done overalls and holding a violin–that was Finnie the Fiddlin’ Fowl, I remembered. The other was an alligator with a guitar in hand, but his name escaped me.

      “Who are you?” I asked, pointing to him. “I forget your name.”

      “Me?” the alligator asked. “I’m Gus, the Guitar Gator!”

      “Of course you are!” I slapped my forehead. “Where’s the rest of the band? I remember there being at least two or three more of you.”

      “They’ll be here soon enough,” Banjo said, holding his banjo by the neck like an axe. “Too bad all the fun’s gonna be over by then.”

      The three of them charged me all at once. I tightened my grip on the bat, waiting for them to get closer, and just before they crashed into me, I dove to the right, rolling across the ground, letting them collide with each other. When I hopped to my feet, Banjo was closest. He gathered his senses, saw me, and charged again.

      This time I was ready. With a swing of my bat, I smashed right into his big, stupid, puffy cheek, and sent his head spinning clean around. He stumbled off to the side, but Finnie was right after him, and she jabbed at me with her fiddle bow. She stabbed once, twice, and again, with me dodging to the left and right, and I hadn’t been hit yet, but I knew I couldn’t keep this up forever. I hopped back a couple of feet and spun around, translating the spin into more momentum for my bat, and smacking her hard in the side of her chicken head.

      The blow smashed the chicken’s head in, but it also snapped my bat into a dozen pieces, the shattered wood flying in all directions. I looked down at it, and it was obvious that the weapon was basically useless. It was splintered and cracked down the middle.

      And I still had a guitar-wielding gator running me down.

      “Fuck!” I muttered, and I chucked the broken handle of the bat toward Banjo, who was still trying to twist his head back around. I quickly scanned the surrounding area, looking for anything that might help me hold off these animatronics.

      And then I saw it.

      Of course! It was so obvious.

      At the end of a row of carnival games sat the high-striker. The very game I had played on that fateful day when I fell into the gorilla pit. Its tower was dark, its bell was silent, but the hammer, with its enormous, heavy head, still sat there, leaned up against a wall.

      I had to get to it.

      Glancing back at the alligator, I had just enough time to feint to the right and avoid getting hit in the head with a fake guitar. Running backwards a few steps, I scrambled over a park bench, and the alligator initially tried to follow me, but, being a cheap animatronic, he wasn’t quite nimble enough. In the time it took him to realize that and go around instead, I had made some good headway.

      I sprinted over to the high-striker, and I grabbed the hammer. It felt heavy in my hands. A good heavy, the kind that lets you know it really packs a punch. It was long, definitely a two-handed weapon, with a black rubber grip. The shaft was hard steel, painted construction-site yellow, and the big, mallet-like head was a dark red.

      It felt good in my hands.

      The trouble was, it was still tethered to the high-striker game by a cord. I tried to pull at it, and the cord was strained, but it wasn’t quite ready to break. I was out of time; Gus the Gator came up on me, and I had to dodge to the left, pulling the cord taut in front of him as he swung down with his guitar.

      The instrument caught the cord, and with his impressive animatronic strength, he severed the cord with a sharp pop!

      “Thanks!” I shouted, spinning around and bringing the hammer down on the back of his alligator head. The crunch of the plastic snapping under the weight of the hammer, the sound of the electronics inside him splintering, was unbelievably satisfying.

      Gus face-planted on the ground, his snout hitting the hard pavement and his neck joints giving out. His alligator head popped right off of his alligator body.

      Turning around, I saw Banjo still stumbling around, trying in vain to fix his head. I laughed as Marjorie slinked out of the shadows and just kicked him in the front, and he wailed as he fell over. It was a cartoonishly hilarious moment that was immediately ruined by the look of dread that fell over Marjorie’s face, and the dark, winged shadow that slowly fell over me.
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      “You must think you’re a really clever little guy, don’t you?” Cupid’s voice said, and I slowly turned around to see him hovering in the air, about ten feet above me.

      The fading light of the setting sun was behind him, making his shape a dark silhouette except for the burning pit of magenta fire pouring out of his torn-out eye. “Faking your death…killing my agents…destroying the shards of power…”

      He flew down a little lower, a little closer to me. “Yes, I know what you’ve been doing. I’ll be honest, it caught me by surprise. How you even knew about those still escapes me. I assume it had something to do with those bitches you run around with.” His grin was stationary, fixed into his plastic face, but in a trick of the shadows it seemed to turn into a grimace.

      “It doesn’t matter, though. We’ll repair the barrier. And you’ll be dead, of course, so you won’t be able to protect your precious Julia and Keely. Oh, and I’ll have the dragon girl back, too.” He pointed at Marjorie, who still stood, awestruck, beside the squirming Banjo. “Yes, that ought to do it. That solves all of my problems.”

      I took a few steps backward, wanting to get closer to Marjorie. I glanced back at her over my shoulder, and I saw her stooping down to pick up Finnie’s discarded fiddle, holding it by the neck. It wasn’t much, but it would have to do.

      “Well, sounds like you’ve got it all figured out, Diaper Boy,” I shouted up at Cupid. “So why haven’t you come down to kill me yet?” I looked up at him with a grin. I had an inkling that, somewhere in there, mixed with all this anger and resentment, there was a little bit of fear. He’d only had to deal with escaped prisoners and sickos like Pig-Nose up to this point, and suddenly there was a real threat around.

      I think, if that had been a real diaper, he would’ve pissed himself. But he wasn’t about to show that fear to me.

      “I think it’s high time I did!” he growled, and he nocked his bow, drawing it back, and letting an arrow fly. It whistled through the air, and I leapt out of the way, but by the time I found my feet again, he’d loosed another two arrows toward me. The first one blurred by me. I held up my new hammer, and the second arrow chipped a bit of it away as it bounced off the mallet head.

      “Ruben,” Marjorie said, “we need to run! We need to just get out of here before he kills you!”

      I shook my head. “Running’s not an option. We can’t turn our backs to him; that’s the way he fights best.” I looked up at him. “Isn’t it, Cupid? You fight best like a coward, from behind people’s backs, or at a distance. You’re too afraid to get up close, so you keep as far away as you can, don’t you?” I looked down at my own non-arrowed body and the heart-shaped arrowheads on the ground. “Then again…you’re not that great a fighter even from far away, are you?”

      He was beyond words now–I don’t think he was even thinking at all, he was just raging, wanting to tear me limb from limb. He flipped in the air and went into a roaring dive, the kind that was clearly intended to scare me into diving out of the way, dropping my weapon, and running for my life. Not wanting to be pushed around like that, I stood my ground.

      It didn’t occur to me that I might have misjudged him until he crashed into me.

      His hard plastic body knocked me right to the ground, sending my hammer skittering across the pavement. The wind was thrown clear out of my lungs, and there were flashes like stars–or maybe just his own magenta fire–filling my eyesight for a few moments. I rolled across the ground, trying to climb to my feet, but I fell to my knees, spitting blood onto the ground. I don’t think I’d ever been hit even half that hard before. It was like being run over by a train made of fiberglass.

      Glancing up at him, I could tell he was about to make another charge, and I wasn’t going to make the same mistake twice. I tried to jump over to my hammer, on the ground a few yards away from me, but my head was still reeling, and I didn’t quite make it far enough before he hit my legs, sending me spinning.

      In a second, he was on top of me, kneeling on one knee, his right hand over my throat. I reached out for my hammer, my fingertips brushing against the black rubber grip, but I couldn’t get my hand around it. He gripped me, squeezing my neck, his broken-open face spewing magenta flames out of his head.

      “So here’s how you end, you little thorn in my side,” Cupid said through that twisted up speaker in his fake open mouth. “Are you scared?” he asked. “Are you afraid of death?”

      “I…might be,” I stammered, fighting to breathe, “if…you didn’t…look…so…fucking ridiculous.”

      The flame of his eye flared brighter, and I could tell he was about to just break my neck, when a fiddle came out of nowhere, thudding against the back of his head. “What the fuck?” he growled, and he looked behind himself to see Marjorie there, swinging the animatronic chicken’s fiddle like a club. She looked fearless, swinging and hitting him square in the face.

      He was just distracted enough that I could yank my throat out of his grasp, breathing a deep gasp of air, and I put my foot against his stomach, forcing him off of me. I rolled and grabbed the hammer, standing up and holding it aloft. I’m sure I was still red in the face, but he had lost his advantage.

      Marjorie swung at him, and she missed, but she’d gotten him to look at her instead of me. With a quick swing of my hammer, I caught him in the calf, knocking his legs out from under him and dropping him onto his back.

      There was a moment, just a moment, when he was splayed out on the ground, almost spread-eagled. Literally, even, because his wings were spread wide. Something coursed through me, and I don’t know if it was anger, or confidence, or the very magical energy that gave this park such a twisted form of life, but I felt strength in my arms like I never had before. I raised my hammer high, swinging it down as hard as I could.

      I’d been aiming for his head, but he managed to bring his arm up to block the blow. The hammer smashed into his right forearm, shredding and snapping the plastic casing around the electronics, shattering his arm from the elbow down. With a burst of light and magenta flame, energy poured out of his body, and he let out a primal scream of rage and agony. The blast knocked me and Marjorie back on our asses, and Cupid rolled onto his knees, crawling away. I leapt to my feet, grabbing the hammer to crush his animatronic spine, but his wings started to flap, carrying him up into the sky.

      “I will kill you!” Cupid shrieked at me as he flew away, trailing a streak of magenta behind him. “I will make you pay! I will make you hurt! I will kill everyone you love, destroy everything you have done! You will fear me and despair!”

      “Yeah, fuck you!” I shouted after him, standing there defiantly, if still breathing heavily. Then I looked over at Marjorie and smiled.

      “Hey,” I said, reaching down to help her to her feet. “You saved my life just now. Thank you.”

      “Thank you,” she said, throwing her arms around me and holding me tightly. “You saved me first. You helped me without asking for anything.” She looked up into my eyes. “Are you…I mean, are you really this good?”

      “I try to be,” I said with a shrug.

      “Well…if this is the kind of thing you’re trying to do around here,” Marjorie said, a little slowly, like she was still making up her mind as she said it, “I want to go with you. I want to help.” As if to underline her point, she leaned up on her tip toes and kissed my cheek.

      I couldn’t help smiling. “That’s wonderful to hear,” I told her. “I think we’ve bought ourselves a little time from the tyrant up there. Let’s get back to the others. We’ve got some planning to do.”
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      It was deep into the night before we finally reached the gift shop. Even with Cupid apparently subdued for now, limping away to lick his wounds, Marjorie and I decided that it would be smart to lay low and be as difficult to spot as possible. Until she was able to turn back into her dragon form, we needed to be careful.

      Finally spotting the gift shop across the way, we kept low and snuck over, slipping around to the back. I gently knocked on the back door a few times. “Julia? Keely?” I whispered, and with a whip of wind, the door snapped open.

      For a second, I thought we’d been found, and some of Cupid’s WISP agents were waiting for us, but Julia and Keely’s worried faces met me there. “Oh, my god!” Julia wept, embracing me and pulling me into the gift shop. “We were so worried! We didn’t know you were going to be gone so long!”

      “Seriously, we had no idea when you would be coming back,” Keely said, and then she turned to our other friend. “Marjorie! You’re here!” she said, struck with shock. “Come in! Let’s get you two in here.” She ushered Marjorie inside and closed the door, and then Julia let go of me and pulled Marjorie in for a hug.

      “We’re so glad to see you,” Julia said. “Both of you!”

      They brought us in, and I was surprised to see, in place of the pile of stuffed animals wrapped in hoodies, something that looked almost like an actual mattress.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      “Oh!” Julia exclaimed. “Well, while you were gone, we had a lot of nervous energy, so we started digging around in the back office. We got into a storage closet, and inside there were these big emergency blankets, so we wrapped them around the stuffed animals and stapled them.”

      I had to laugh; this place was seeming more and more like a little home.

      We gathered around and ate food that Julia and Keely had gathered, and Marjorie and I recounted to them the story of the evening. We told them about our little chase through the food court area, and up the Dragon’s Fury. “I was just…so taken aback by what you all had done for me,” Marjorie said. “You made it so that I could finally leave this place, even though you still couldn’t.”

      “Of course!” Keely said, sitting beside Marjorie, her golden hair spilling down her back. She put a gentle hand on Marjorie’s shoulder. “So, do you think you’ll leave?” she asked. “Where do you think you would go?”

      “Well, I did think I was going to leave,” Marjorie replied, “but then I started thinking about everyone else here on the island. Everyone else who would still be trapped, just like I was.” She looked into Keely’s eyes. “I couldn’t leave them. You helped me, and I want to help them, too. I’m staying until we take Isaac down.”

      Julia and Keely cheered and pulled Marjorie in for a hug.

      “Of course…I couldn’t escape now, even if I did want to…” Marjorie mourned.

      “What do you mean?” Julia asked. “Why not?”

      A dark look fell over my face. “Cupid.” I told them what had happened, that he had come out of nowhere and shot her through the wing, knocking her right out of the sky. “It was as close a call as I’ve ever had,” I said. “I nearly missed her. She would have died.”

      Marjorie nodded. “And now I can’t turn.”

      Just as I’d hoped, Julia’s eyes lit up, and she moved over to Marjorie, putting her hands on Marjorie’s chest. “Let me see if I can help,” she said, and her brow furrowed like she was concentrating. Gently, her hands moved over Marjorie’s body, from her chest up to her shoulders, and then down to her back. Marjorie seemed to be fighting shallow breaths, like her heart was racing, and when Julia finally took her hands off, Marjorie looked like she nearly fell over, overcome with whatever Julia was doing.

      “That’s…that’s remarkable,” Julia whispered. “Terrible, awful, dreadful, but remarkable. I can usually communicate with animals and other forms of life, and I can sometimes help speed up the healing of injuries, that’s why I used to stay in the animal enclosures. But this…” She shook her head. “Your animal, the dragon, is inside you. Your body was unharmed, but the dragon, it’s still hurt.”

      “What can I do?” Marjorie asked. “If the dragon won’t come out of me, I can’t do much to help you.”

      “Wait for it to heal,” Julia said. “I’ve done what I can to speed up the healing, and it may even be stronger for it in the end. But for now, you just need to let the dragon recover. It’ll let you know when it’s ready to come out again.”

      We spent the rest of the night together, huddled with one another for warmth, and the girls told me about their lives in the park.

      They told me about how, at least for a long time, they’d tried to keep in touch. They would meet up, them and the others who had escaped, and help one another map out the park, looking for safe places to hide. Early on, they looked for ways out of the park, but they were never really sure if they’d found one. People disappeared too often to be certain, and there was always the fear in the back of their mind that Cupid’s arrow was just around the next corner.

      I was deeply moved, and incredibly sorry for them as they told me about this hardship. If anything, though, it motivated me. It fanned the fire in my chest that drove me to wait to tear this place down.

      Not the good, but only the oppressive regime of Isaac and his chief of secret police. There in that dark gift shop, I held the girls close, and dreamed of the future as we drifted off into sleep.

      I dreamed of a plan.

      I dreamed of victory.
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      When I finally rose from sleep, the gray light of morning filtered in through the boards over the front window, giving a soft light to the room. Julia and Marjorie were still snuggled up tight to me, their heads rested on my chest, and when I looked up, I saw Keely standing by the counter where a cash register had once sat. She was wearing nothing but a Wonder Island sweater, and it was long enough that it went almost midway down her thigh, more like a short dress on her than a shirt. Her legs were smooth and alluring, and I couldn’t help letting my eyes trail along them. Between that sweater and her long, flowing hair, she gave more the impression of a cute girl I’d spent the night with than a bad-ass insurgent fighter.

      Although, technically, she was both.

      In her hands, Keely was opening a styrofoam container, and she winked at me when she noticed I was looking.

      “I snuck out to get us breakfast,” she whispered, holding up an egg sandwich.

      What a weird fucking place, I thought to myself. I think I kind of love it here.

      Within twenty minutes, Julia and Marjorie started to be roused from sleep, stirring against me and letting out tired little moans. Soon, the four of us were feasting on Keely’s bounty, and the conversation quickly turned to planning.

      “So, where do we need to hit?” I asked. “It’s not going to be easy, but we’ve held our own so far. Together, if we plan our attack just right, I think we can finally strike at the heart of this whole thing.”

      Julia, Keely, and Marjorie all turned to look at each other, and they seemed to share a common conclusion, though they were nervous to say it.

      “What do you think?” I asked again. “Where is Isaac’s stronghold?”

      “It’s got to be under Castle Wonder,” Keely said. “I mean, I can’t say for certain, because the only parts of it I ever saw was underground, this huge underground compound. That’s where he keeps his…well, that’s where he keeps the girls. It’s where he kept us. But it’s got to be there, under the castle. It’s just his style.”

      Marjorie nodded. “He’s powerful, yeah, but he’s arrogant. If there’s a castle on the island, it makes sense that he would want to use it as his fortress.”

      “Yeah, and Castle Wonder has a fortress already built around it!” Julia chimed in. “First the walls of Wonder Kingdom, and then the castle’s own fortress walls inside there. You’d need an army to break through there.”

      As soon as she said that, she slumped a little, as she seemed to have the realization that the four of us, while tough as nails, were not an army.

      “Well, the way we’re going in, we don’t need an army,” I said.

      “I don’t know, Ruben,” Marjorie warned. “Any other day, I’d just fly you all in and burn the place down, but, you know, my dragon form isn’t really available right now.”

      “I know, and that’s okay,” I told her. “That’s what they’re expecting, anyway. They’re probably expecting that you’ll take a couple of days to heal, and then they’ll see a dragon on the horizon. Hell, they might even be working on ways to fight against that.” Like gathering up all the shovel blades left on the island by idiot insurgents, I thought to myself. “We need to go in differently. We need to go in quiet.”

      “Well, I can help with that,” Keely said. “I can get in easily enough. I’ll just need to find a way to get the rest of you through.”

      I nodded. “Alright, it sounds like, if we want to make a plan that’s going to work, we need to go check this place out. We won’t know how heavily fortified it is, and on which sides, until we actually get there and check it out.” I looked over at Keely. “We’ll try to go unnoticed, but once we start to get close, you’ll turn invisible and sneak inside.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Keely said, and then looked down at her smooth, sexy, bare legs. “I guess I should probably get dressed, then, huh?”

      “Oh, I don’t think Ruben will mind either way,” Julia joked.

      “Hell,” Marjorie added with a little grin, “neither will I.”
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      We gathered what we felt we would need, and we set off for the long trek across the park toward Wonder Kingdom. I carried the high-striker hammer across my shoulders, and Julia held the machete, chipped as its blade was. Marjorie still had the banged-up fiddle she’d taken from Finnie the chicken. Keely went without anything in hand, figuring that she was most useful for her invisibility, and a floating weapon just might give it away.

      By now, we were experts at moving through the park unseen. We left Coaster Alley, cutting through a grassy area with lots of tree cover, and crossed through Fantasy Circle. We passed by the Pirate Storm at one point, and I couldn’t help noticing that the crater left by the pirate captain was empty. Wherever he was, it wasn’t here. Maybe he crawled off behind some bushes to die, I let myself hope, but I made a note to keep an eye out.

      From Fantasy Circle, we looped around Riverland Pass, the waterpark region of Wonder Island. This was where the lazy river ride began, and above the riverbank trees and shrubs rose a log flume ride that used to terrify me as a child. I suspected that there might be another one of Isasc’s shards here, too, but that plan was old news now.

      Around a bend, we caught sight of the high walls of Wonder Kingdom. They looked like what a child might dream a castle would look like. The walls were dusty and worn down now, of course, but they had once been colorful and vibrant, with ice cream cones where the crenellations should be. Those walls held in a sprawling kingdom with all kinds of rides, toy stores, stages for magic and theater shows, and two other big attractions.

      The first was the Ferris Wheel, that great dark eye that seemed to always be watching over the park. I’d seen it that first night after I woke up, silhouetted against the sky, and it often stood prominently in my view of the park, seeing everything.

      The second, of course, was Castle Wonder. Its soaring towers and tall steeples once seemed magical and inspiring to children who came here from all over the world. From this bastion of whimsy and, well, wonder, people took memories of joy and togetherness. Even though I was much too old for this part of the park, and my enjoyment of this place came more from the thrill of wild roller coasters and fun games, I still understood that this was what powered this place all those years ago. And now it was time-worn, faded, and slowly crumbling. That magic was gone, replaced by something darker.

      As we approached the walls, we found a gate, probably fifteen or twenty feet tall, that led the way through and into Wonder Kingdom. There were a pair of guards out front, and I felt a funny feeling, like a mix of urges to laugh and to puke, when I realized what they were. Animatronics, of course, but these ones were designed to represent the mascot and owner of Wonder Island himself, Mr. Wonder.

      They had the same plastic bodies as the other animatronics, but they were made to look like white suits. Their enormous plastic heads had curly mustaches and goatees, though the brown paint had worn off, leaving only the white undercoating.

      It gave them the look of being very old and tired, which, considering the state of the park, seemed appropriate. What seemed less appropriate was that they carried swords and shields.

      When we saw them, we ducked behind a pair of park benches on the side of the pathway. “Where the hell did they get swords?” I whispered.

      “Probably inside,” Julia suggested. “There are decorative swords in there, because of the knightly theme. Maybe they got them from there.”

      That seemed as good an answer as any, but it still made me rethink the plan of sending Keely in there on her own. “You sure you’re up to this?” I asked her, looking at her sidelong. “These guys don’t seem like the sort of thing you want to mess with.”

      “I’ll be fine,” she said, putting a hand on my arm gingerly. “They’re cheap animatronics. They can’t see invisible people.”

      “Alright,” I said with a shrug. She was a badass, and I believed in her, despite my concern for her well-being. “We’re going to make our way around the back and wait for you there.”

      “Okay, I’ll meet you at a place around the back,” Keely said. “It’s called the Twilight Café, it’s around–”

      She was cut off when we heard the sounds of footsteps nearby, and we all piped down to avoid being heard. Looking this way and that, I finally spotted a group of the ghoulish marauders coming around the path. There were probably ten of them or so, about the same size as the group that attacked us at the tower. They were carrying crude, makeshift weapons in their hands, probably coming in from a long day of ravaging the island.

      A long day of hunting us.

      Hunting me.

      “I think I’ve found my ticket in,” Keely whispered, and with a crack! she disappeared. I hoped she knew what she was doing, but I watched the marauders intently as they approached the gate. They exchanged words with the Mr. Wonder-themed guards, and I couldn’t understand their words, but I could tell there was a sense of resentment there, probably in both directions.

      As the marauders got the go-ahead and started walking through the open gate, one of their weapons jerked to the side.

      It didn’t leave his hand, but I could tell, even from this distance, that he was confused, that he wasn’t in control of the heavy club.

      Keely.

      The club lashed out at one of the guards, smacking him in the back of his big plastic head. An argument erupted between them, and the animatronic guard shoved the ghoul, trying to grab onto his wrist.

      This rapidly caught fire, turning into a fierce and violent scrap, with the marauders descending on the guards. The animatronics had strength on their side, but neither numbers nor ferocity, and as soon as they got ahold of one of the guards’ swords, the tide had turned. I caught sight of a few more Mr. Wonder guards inside the walls, running over to help their comrades, and I had to laugh.

      “Well, if Keely meant to cause a distraction,” I said to the other girls, “she sure succeeded. Let’s move around while everyone’s paying attention to the fight at the gate.” With all eyes in Wonder Kingdom occupied, we slipped away from the park benches and snuck around to the back of the kingdom walls.
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      With Keely’s brilliantly improvised distraction covering our tracks, we crept along under the walls of Wonder Kingdom themselves, reaching the rear of the castle complex undetected.

      It wasn’t too hard to find the place that Keely had mentioned; an old, faded sign with broken neon lights that seemed to read the Twilight Café gave it away.

      It had been ransacked a long time ago, with glass from shattered windows scattered all over the tile floor. Still, not all the booth cushions had been torn out of the benches, so we settled in and waited.

      I wished we’d had more time to work out the plan with Keely before she darted in there. I wished we’d prepared a bit more, that we’d worked out an idea of things she would try, how long we should wait before we start to worry. The minutes crawled past an hour, and then two, as the day turned into night. I grew troubled, sitting on a bench in one of the booths, resting my head on Julia’s chest as she ran her fingers through my hair to comfort me.

      Had I made a mistake?

      Had I sent Keely right into a trap?

      I should’ve spent more time coming up with a better plan, maybe we weren’t ready for this sort of thing, all these thoughts ran through my head when I noticed something very peculiar outside the busted windows of the café. A sword, hanging suspended in the air, floated along the Wonder Kingdom wall. It stopped, staying perfectly still, and a moment or two later a small two-man patrol of Mr. Wonder animatronic guards marched on by, taking no notice of the dangling blade.

      After they had passed, the sword floated its way across the street, shaking like it was in a hurry, and as soon as it leapt into the café, I heard a loud crack! and there, before us, was Keely! She grinned at us, holding the sword up.

      “I’m back!” she declared, still careful to be at least somewhat quiet, and I leapt up out of the seat, wrapping my arms around her.

      “We were so worried!” I said, holding the back of her head in my hand. “How did it go? Obviously you found a way out. And where the hell did you get this sword?”

      She regaled to us an engaging story, first slipping through the melee she had caused at the front gates. The gates leading in through the second gate were actually closed, she told us, and guarded by a moat filled with crocodile animatronics, as well as a small cadre of Mr. Wonders in black suits, rather than white.

      The drawbridge across the moat was pulled up, Keely said, so she had been forced to climb into the moat and swim across as slowly and quietly as she could. I kept cursing myself as I listened to her; it was a stupid risk to put her in.

      “It’s weird that the drawbridge was up,” Marjorie noted.

      “I don’t get the sense that Isaac is a big fan of visitors.” Keely shrugged.

      “Well, he’s about to get some,” I said. “How did you get out of there?”

      “Same as the Tunnel of Love,” she replied. “I should’ve thought about this before, but of course there are maintenance tunnels under this place. Probably all the prominent places on the island have them.” She shrugged. “I just followed my intuition based on how the Tunnel of Love maintenance network was laid out, and I found a ladder leading up outside the walls!”

      Marjorie crossed her arms with a smile on her face that showed she was very impressed. “You’re a real sly fox, huh, Keely?” she said, and Keely blushed.

      “I do what I can,” Keely responded.

      “Well, if we’re gonna do this,” I said, looking at everyone, “we should get doing this. Before they get a sense that something might be up.” I glanced over at Keely with a wink. “And before they notice there’s a sword missing.”

      Taking a moment to make sure that no other patrols were incoming, we made a run for the grate that Keely had found, to take us down into the tunnels under the tower.

      Julia brandished her machete, I held my hammer in hand, and Marjorie wielded Keely’s sword–Marjorie at first had declined, but Keely noted that she was most useful to us when invisible, “and being unseeable won’t do me much good if I’m carrying this big heavy thing around.”

      I couldn’t help looking up at the clouds overhead every few seconds as we headed for Keely’s entrance point into the tunnels. The sky above us was black now, aside from the occasional magenta ripple, and this darkness bothered me now more than it usually did. Cupid could be flying up above us right now, high above the park, and we might not ever know it.

      I shook my head, deciding that it wouldn’t help much to worry about that at this point.

      Sure enough, Keely led us to a circular grate in the ground, and with the edge of the sword, we managed to lift it up, revealing a ladder leading down into the tunnels. Keely went first, followed by Julia, Marjorie, and then I followed them, closing the grate behind us. Once again, we were in a series of dark tunnels lit only by emergency runner lights.

      I wasn’t happy about that, but it was what it was.

      Stepping lightly, we traveled through the network of tunnels leading back into Wonder Kingdom, under the walls, searching for a way into the castle. To my eyes, the tunnels all looked more or less the same, and they twisted and turned in ways that didn’t seem intuitive to me at all, but Keely, I supposed from spending all that time in the Tunnel of Love, had a knack for understanding the layout. We went around this way, then that way, until finally we came to a sign marked with the direction to Castle Wonder.

      “Perfect,” Keely said. “We’re on the right track. This way!”

      She set off toward the castle, and we all followed. Something was nagging at the back of my head, especially as we got closer to the castle. Why weren’t there any guards down here? We were in the underbelly of Isaac’s castle, and none of his Mr. Wonder guards were on patrol down here? I’d seen enough movies to get the sinking suspicion that we were walking into a trap, but I didn’t mention it to anyone. As long as I kept it in mind, I figured we’d be alright.

      We found a staircase that spiraled upward from the underbelly of the castle up into its main halls. Here, we did encounter a few guards, a couple of those black-suited Mr. Wonder animatronics. They walked this way and that, but there weren’t very many of them, and they didn’t seem to take any notice of us.

      Once we felt we were in the clear, we kept going up the stairs, higher into the castle. The whole way, every hair on the back of my neck was on edge. I held my high-striker hammer up, ready for whatever awaited us up there. I didn’t know if it was going to be a dozen WISP agents, Cupid, or Isaac himself waiting for us, but I was going to be ready for whoever it was.

      Finally, we came to the top of the stairs. They opened up into an enormous room that looked like it might have been made to imitate a king’s court. It was almost entirely dark, but the dim moonlight at least gave us a sense of the space. Up ahead, on the far wall, there was a raised platform and two thrones, and behind that, the wall was dominated by an enormous stained-glass window depicting a magical royal family. Some of the panes had been broken out, but the image of a king, a queen, and several beautiful daughters was still intact.

      “So, we’ve found the top of the castle,” Keely said cautiously.

      “But where’s Isaac?” Julia asked.

      That was when I saw him. A hulking figure, cast in shadow against the backdrop of a dimly lit window, he stood there, waiting for us. I couldn’t see his face, but he was clearly taller than me, with broad shoulders and thick arms. Some sort of crest stretched out from his shoulders, and his hulking hands held a device the purposes of which I could only guess at.

      We had found him.

      “Isaac!” I called out. “Show your face! We’ve come to-”

      Something hard cracked me across the back of the head, sending me reeling forward a few steps, almost crashing to the floor. I heard Julia yelp out in pain, Keely was knocked to the ground, and Marjorie held up the sword, ready to cleave our attacker in half.

      “It’s Isaac!”

      “Come on, you bastard,” I said, lifting my hammer and stepping toward his shadowy frame, “we’re ready for you!”

      “Wait!” said a voice I didn’t recognize. Suddenly, from the ceiling, a figure dropped down right in the middle of all of us.

      My breath caught in my throat as I looked at her.

      She was small and lithe, with a petite figure despite wide, round hips. Even in the dark, her long, bright red hair seemed to glow, and I almost felt foolish that I hadn’t noticed her earlier. She wore a baby blue dress, like a princess, with poofy shoulders and a sweetheart neckline, though the skirt had been shredded, cut at an angle so that it exposed her entire left leg. She stood in our midst, holding two sets of nunchucks that perfectly matched the throbbing streak of pain running across the back of my head.

      “Who are you?” both the princess girl and I said in unison.

      “Did Isaac send you to kill me?” she asked.

      I was about to answer when Julia spoke up. “E…Elizabeth?” she asked, and the princess girl turned to look at Julia. As she did, her deep blue eyes widened.

      “Julia?” She looked around the room, a sense of recognition dawning on her as she saw each face. “Keely? Marjorie?” She reached me and said, “You, I still don’t know. But why are you all here?”

      “Wait,” I said, holding up a hand, “if you’re not with Isaac, who is that?” I pointed toward the shadowy figure in the corner.

      “Oh, him?” Elizabeth, the princess girl, asked. “That’s Charles. He won’t hurt you, he’s my protector. Come on out, Charles.” As she said that, the figure started to move, stepping out into the low moonlight streaming in through the windows. Not only was it not Isaac, it wasn’t a man at all. It was a Cherub, almost identical to the WISP agents we had fought in the Tunnel of Love.

      “Whoa!” I shouted, raising my hammer, but Elizabeth put her hands up.

      “It’s okay!” she said. “It’s okay! He’s safe. He won’t hurt you.”

      I took a closer look at him, realizing what I’d seen before. The device in his hand was simply the stationary, steel harp carried by all the Cherubs. The crest extending out from his shoulders was actually his wings flaring out of his back. The wings were bigger than the Cherubs I’d seen, but aside from that, and the sash he wore that matched the fabric of Elizabeth’s dress, he was identical to those we had fought.

      “You convinced a Cherub to protect you?” I asked, kind of amazed. “And those black-suited guards, too? How did you manage that?”

      She shrugged. “They’re not all mindless zealots, you know? Most of them serve Isaac and Cupid, sure, but now and then you find ones that are a little brighter, a little kinder. Or, at least, ones that don’t like to be controlled by them. Not many, but enough.”

      “Wow,” I said. “Well, hello, Charles.”

      Charles nodded.

      Then she turned back around to look at us. “ How did you find me?”

      “We…I mean, I guess it was an accident,” Keely said, stepping forward. “We’re here for Isaac. We can explain more, but the short answer is, we’re here to take him down.”

      “Yeah,” Marjorie added. “We thought this was his stronghold. We thought you were still trapped in with the others, we didn’t even know you’d escaped.”

      Elizabeth stepped away and looked out the window. “Did I escape?” she asked somberly, turning back to us. Her face was soft, younger than the other girls, and yet she seemed like she had seen just as much sorrow as them. “I managed to get out of his underground holds, but I only got so far. I’m still trapped in these walls. Sure, he hasn’t sent his troops in here to kill me…I think the animatronics I brought with me would kill too many of his enforcers for it to be worth it.”

      “Yeah, I can see how he might think that,” I nodded. “You’ve done something incredible here.”

      “Thanks,” Elizabeth said with a little smile. Then she looked at us all again, a look of confusion on her face. “Wait, you said you’re trying to take Isaac down?” she asked, incredulously. “How?”

      “Well, we’re working on the plan as we go,” I said, rubbing my neck. “But, basically, we’re thinking we’ll just sneak in there, find him, and kill him.”

      “What about his army of enforcers?” she asked. “What about Cupid?”

      “We’ve dealt with them before,” Keely said.

      “Yeah,” Julia agreed, “and they can be pretty tough, but so far we’ve come out alright.”

      “You…” Elizabeth said, working through all this new information. “It was you, wasn’t it? A few nights ago, when Cupid came back with a burning eye? When he came back last night missing a hand?” She looked at my hammer. “That was you?”

      “Yeah, it was him,” Marjorie chimed in. “Smashed Cupid’s arm clean off. It was pretty amazing to watch.”

      “Elizabeth,” Julia said, taking her hand. “You should come with us. Join us. Between the five of us–and, hell, your own animatronic security detail–we have a real shot at taking Isaac down! We can kill Cupid, tear down WISP, and free everyone else Isaac is keeping.”

      “I…” Elizabeth started to say, her head slowly shaking. “I mean…Isaac…he can’t be killed,” she stammered, her voice cracking as she lowered her head. “You saw what happened last time there was a big uprising. And, and, and the smaller ones that never really got going. He kills people. Cupid kills people. You remember what he did to my sister. He…he killed her. For nothing.”

      I felt a pain pierce my heart when she said that. It reminded me that these girls had already suffered dearly at the hands of Isaac and Cupid. They had caused so much pain, wrought so much destruction on this place that should have been full of joy and hope. It only solidified my resolve–they had to be destroyed.

      “Why do you think it’ll be any different now?” Elizabeth asked.

      A heavy silence hung in the air, weighing down on all of us, until Julia spoke. “Honestly, because of Ruben,” she said. “He just…appeared in the park, and everything started to change. Suddenly, I wasn’t running anymore. I wasn’t scared anymore. Suddenly, Keely didn’t have to hide in the tunnels anymore.”

      “Suddenly,” Marjorie said, looking at me with a warm smile, “I had hope again. I found a heart I could trust again.” She put a hand softly on Elizabeth’s back. “Lizzie, no one has forgotten what happened to your sister. It was just that, well, before, there wasn’t anything any of us could do about it.” She looked at me out of the corner of her eye again as she caressed Elizabeth’s back. “Now there is. Because of Ruben we’ve all been reunited. We’re stronger than we ever were. With him on our side, we can finally avenge your sister. And everyone else. And we can free the others.”

      “And you’re telling me to join you?” she asked, looking up at me with tears in her eyes.

      I let out a long, low sigh. “Elizabeth, I can only imagine what you’ve gone through,” I told her. “I would never tell you to join us. We’re not expecting anything from anyone. If you want to stay here, or try to flee, we won’t hold that against you. I promise.” Then I cracked a little smile at her. “That being said, you just kicked the shit out of all of us without stepping out of the shadows. We could certainly use a girl like you in the fight.”

      My smile made one appear on her face, too, a playful, proud smile. “I did, didn’t I?” she giggled. Taking a second to collect herself and wipe a tear from her eye, she looked up at me. “Okay,” she said. “You’re right. I want to help. Let’s take that mother fucker down.”

      “That’s what I like to hear,” I said, reaching out and shaking her hand.

      Suddenly, I was almost blinded by bright lights flooding in through the windows. The stained-glass image of the magical royal family shined like it was lit by God himself.

      “Fuck, what is that?” Marjorie muttered, covering her eyes.

      “I don’t know,” Keely replied, crouching down to avoid the light.

      Of course, I knew exactly what it was.

      What else could it be?

      “Elizabeth!” called Cupid’s voice, booming through the castle walls. “You are harboring fugitives in the premises of Castle Wonder! Your very presence there is a crime, and this only compounds the offense!”

      “Oh, shit,” Elizabeth whispered, “oh, shit, oh, shit, oh, shit…”

      “Release the fugitives into my custody,” Cupid continued, “and you will remain unharmed! Your sanctuary will be preserved. Fail to do so, and you will be destroyed along with them!”

      I ran to the window and looked out onto the grounds below. Like Keely had said, the castle was surrounded by a moat, and the drawbridge was up, so we had that going for us, but Cupid could fly, so it wasn’t clear how long that moat would buy us.

      He was up in the air now, hovering thirty or forty feet above the ground. His eye was blazing, magenta flames pouring out of it, but what drew my attention was his right arm. I’d smashed it with my hammer, and I guess, if I’d thought about it, I would have expected him to replace it. But instead, he’d put some kind of cap over it, but still that dark magical energy seemed to pulse as it trailed out of his arm.

      Far below him, he had marshaled some serious forces; several Cherubs stood alongside half a dozen Mr. Wonders, and a bunch of other animatronic WISP agents. The astronaut and robot I’d seen while chasing Marjorie were there, as well as a couple more members of the Wonder Island Wild Times Band. Finally, towering over all of them was an enormous dinosaur, one of the huge long-necked titans, from out in Dino World. Its eyes, high atop its head in the night sky, blazed magenta.

      “I repeat,” Cupid commanded, “release the fugitives to me, or you will be destroyed!”

      We were in for a hard fight.
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      “How did he find us?” Julia hissed.

      “I don’t know,” I replied.

      It could’ve been any number of things. Maybe someone had found the grate leading into the tunnels. Maybe he had been watching us from above. For fuck’s sake, he was a magical flying animatronic robot; maybe his burning magic eye gave him infrared vision, or maybe he was a mind-reader, or who knew what else.

      “What are we going to do?” Keely asked, genuine worry in her voice.

      I quickly turned to Elizabeth. “Hey,” I said, placing my hands on her shoulders and looking her in the eye. “How do you feel about this? Are you still with us? I know…” I looked around the room. “…I know it’s you he’s calling out, and it’s your home he’s threatening. It’s okay to be uncertain.”

      She looked a little scared, but she shook her head. “No,” she said. “I’m certain. I’m with you. It was going to come to this eventually.” She nodded and smiled up at me. “And I really fucking hate that guy.”

      I smiled back and then stepped away, taking a second to breathe and think. “Okay, now, Elizabeth, the walls outside, they’re pretty thick, right?”

      “Yeah,” she said. “I think they’ll hold.”

      “And the drawbridge controls are inside the castle, yeah?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Okay,” I said, thinking through the strategy of the fight. “Easiest way for him to get his troops into the castle is over the drawbridge, but he’s going to have to get inside to bring that down. Ultimately, though, he’s a coward. He knows we’ve beaten him before, and he’s afraid we’ll do it again, so he’s going to put that off for as long as he can. That big fucking dinosaur might be an issue, but we’ll have to deal with it when it happens. Hopefully our guys on the wall can deal with it.”

      “I need to send some of them into the tunnels below,” Elizabeth said. “If they know about those, we can’t leave them undefended.”

      I nodded. “Okay, Marjorie and I will head to the wall to fill in some of the gaps there,” I said. “Elizabeth, you know the castle best, so you command Charles and the rest of your forces here. Julia, I need you to be available if any of us get injured. Keely…”

      “I’ll go into the tunnels,” she said. “I know them, and with me being invisible, I can seriously fuck up whoever comes at us that way.”

      I felt a little uncomfortable sending her into the tunnels, but she was right; she’d be more effective down there than on an open battlefield. “Okay. Just be careful, alright?”

      “I always am,” she smiled.

      “Okay, are we ready to go?” I asked, and everyone nodded, voicing their agreement.

      We split and dashed out of the room, heading down the stairs and spreading throughout the castle. I took one last look back at Keely as she continued on, down below ground. Then Marjorie, Elizabeth, and I headed to the wall, climbing up to the battlements–battlements that looked like ice cream cones, not the fortifications of a medieval keep.

      It was yet another reminder that this place was built to bring children joy, not to resist the violent impulses of an evil tyrant and his mechanical servant.

      We had to win this.

      Elizabeth spoke to two of the black-suited Mr. Wonders, and they left their posts, following Keely down into the tunnels beneath the castle. Marjorie and I stepped into their positions, standing side by side. “I really, really fucking wish I could turn into a dragon right now,” she said, holding her sword with both hands.

      “Yeah,” I said. “But you’re a badass on your own, too. Only reason I was able to smash his arm is that you were able to beat him off me with that plastic fiddle.”

      She laughed. “I guess that’s true,” she said, turning and winking. “I am pretty badass.”

      “Elizabeth!” Cupid called out from beyond the moat. “I see a couple of my fugitives now. Does this mean you’ve decided to be reasonable?”

      Posted up on one of the more elevated sections of the wall, flanked by Mr. Wonders and with Charles by her side, Elizabeth truly looked like a commander with her troops. She stood up straight and responded. “Cupid!” she shouted back. “I’m not giving you anybody!”

      “Go and tell Isaac his days are over!” I called out to him. “This island belongs to people who will use it to bring happiness to the people who live here! Not you, and not him! Go and tell him he should get ready to run, or get ready to die!”

      “Oh, wow!” Cupid responded. “What a moving speech! But why would I tell him that? Why not tell him yourself, when I bring you in?”

      “Try it!”

      “Alright!” He looked down to his rallied troops. “WISP agents! Siege the castle! Take the fugitives! Alive if you can, dead if you must!”

      In unison, we braced ourselves as we saw the animatronic troops charge forward. Most of them leapt into the moat, and were met with the ferocious snapping jaws of the crocodiles hiding under the water. It was a fierce struggle–the crocodiles’ massive jaws probably would have torn a human right in half, but the hard plastic bodies of the animatronics were holding up better–but there weren’t enough crocodiles to stand up to them.

      One of the animatronic members of the Wonder Island Wild Times Band was pulled under the surface, and a Cherub had its head pulled clean off its shoulders. Once the white-suited Mr. Wonders reached the crocodiles with their swords, though, the beasts didn’t last long.

      Still, the drawbridge was up, and the walls seemed to be holding. The astronaut and the robot tried to fit their hands into the space between the drawbridge and the stone walls, but they weren’t having much luck.

      I was much more worried about the enormous dinosaur. With its long, tree-like legs, it stepped right over the moat with one easy stride, coming dangerously close to those of us on the wall. It raised one massive foot up to step over the wall, but the black-suited Mr. Wonders, defending their castle, hacked at its plastic foot with their swords, cutting through the hard outer body. Discouraged and frustrated, the dinosaur took a step back.

      “Having trouble, my friend?” Cupid called out to the dinosaur, and he raised his arm. The one I had destroyed. The one that, now that I was staring it down, looked frighteningly like some kind of cannon. “Let me help you!”

      The arm pulsed and, with a sound like a cannon, a blast of bright magenta energy lanced out toward the wall. I grabbed Marjorie and pulled her down under me so I could shield her from the blast.

      The ice cream cone crenellation exploded, showering us with debris and sending two of the Mr. Wonder guards flying to the ground below. I climbed to my feet just in time to see Cupid fire off another blast, this time just to the right of the drawbridge.

      The explosion nearly punched right through the wall itself, but it was enough to shake the drawbridge free. It fell, landing across the moat, making an entrance into the castle walls.

      As animatronics climbed up onto the drawbridge, the dinosaur lifted its injured leg up over the crumbling section of the wall, stepping inside.

      The walls had been breached.

      Cupid’s forces were inside.
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      “Fall back!” I shouted, and Marjorie and I were followed by several of the black-suited Mr. Wonders. We ran down the stairs, off the wall, trying to consolidate and create a line to hold out Cupid’s little army. The enormous dinosaur moved its other leg across the wall and swung its massive tail, smashing one of the towers on the wall. The stone outer face, as well as the cheap wood and plaster that made up the core of the wall, splintered and shattered, sending clouds of rubble raining down.

      “Ruben!” called Julia, who was waiting for us down there. “What’s happening?”

      “Cupid’s had an upgrade,” I told her. “He’s using the power of the shards to make some kind of arm cannon. Whatever it is, it’s strong enough to mess up the walls.”

      She cursed under her breath. “Is he coming inside?”

      I thought for a second.

      He had fired two shots, but he hadn’t charged the castle himself. He was still waiting outside, waiting to see what would happen. “No,” I shook my head. “Not yet, anyway. In his heart, he’s still a coward. He’s afraid of us. We need to use that for as long as we can. We need to hold at the doors and take out as many of his men as we can.”

      “Okay,” she said, resolved. “I’m going to join the fight.”

      “Me too,” Marjorie said, putting a hand on Julia’s shoulder. “Can you keep me on two feet?”

      “I can do that,” Julia nodded, and she looked back at me. “Ruben, what are you going to do?”

      I glanced over my shoulder at the monstrous animatronic giant behind me, and then looked back at them. “I’m going to try to find a way to bring down this dinosaur.”

      “Wow,” Marjorie said, with a hint of sarcasm in her voice, “good luck with that.”

      “Yes,” Julia added, completely sincerely, “good luck. Please be safe.”

      “I’ll try. You be safe too!”

      With that, I turned around, lifted my hammer up, and ran after the dinosaur.

      It lumbered through the courtyard, passing a little chapel designed to look like it was made out of gumdrops. As it plodded past, its tail caught the edge of the chapel, scraping a long streak of damaged plaster across the front of the building.

      What it was looking for, I had no idea, but I knew I couldn’t let it find its target. Running up behind it, I reared my hammer back. “Get back to Dino World!” I yelled, and I swung the hammer hard at its rear left leg.

      The hammer connected with a thunderous impact, rippling up through the dinosaur’s hard plastic skin, but aside from budging the foot a bit, all it seemed to accomplish was getting the dinosaur to notice me and get annoyed. It twisted its long neck to look back at me, and its face was already frozen in a grim, angry look, so it wasn’t a surprise when its tail came swinging down at me.

      The tail caught me in the side like an eighteen-wheeler, throwing me through the air. I spun a few times and hit the ground, rolling until I caught myself and slowed to a stop. My entire body ached like I’d just slept the night on a mattress of loose rocks, but I pulled myself to my feet. Running forward, chasing after the dinosaur, I scooped down and grabbed my hammer.

      “You’re gonna have to do better than that!” I shouted after it, and its little head turned to look back at me. I could have sworn it almost snorted in annoyance, and it flicked its tail at me once again. But this time, I was ready. I slipped the handle of the hammer down the back of my shirt, making a kind of holder for it, and I leapt into the air as the tail came close. Instead of being hit, I grabbed onto the tail and held tightly.

      With a jolt of surprise, the dinosaur stopped moving, and it looked back at me again. Taking that moment of still confusion, I sprung to my feet and started running up the tail. It started to swing back and forth as the dinosaur tried to shake me off of it, but it was too late; I was already onto its back, drawing my hammer out as I sprinted toward the base of its neck. Still its tail swung back and forth, crashing into the great hall of the castle, and then the wall surrounding it, and then back.

      As I reached the mechanical giant’s shoulder blades, I jumped into the air, my hammer high above my head, and I brought it down as hard as I could into the base of the dinosaur’s neck.

      I could feel power and anger coursing through me, and when the mallet head of the hammer connected, I heard and felt something break and shift inside the dinosaur’s mechanical anatomy. It let out a loud, ground-shaking roar that sounded like it came out of a royalty-free pack on an intern’s computer, and it dropped to its front knees.

      The sudden drop, though, caught me off balance, and I rolled down the dinosaur’s side, having to jump off to keep from landing on my neck.

      It shook its giant head and climbed to its feet again, and this time it wasn’t going to try to hit me with its tail. It reared up on its hind legs, aiming its front left foot at me.

      This thing wanted to squish me flat like a bug.

      I jumped and rolled out of the way of the first stomp, and it came after me again. It was a little slow, probably damaged by whatever I’d broken in its back, but I was still in tremendous danger.

      Each time its foot slammed into the ground, looking for me, the pavement underneath my feet shook. The second stomp missed me, but crashed into the wall of the castle, carving a hole about ten feet tall into its side.

      Reaching down, the thing tried to bite at me with its mechanical jaws, but I swung with the hammer, batting it away. It lunged at me again, biting down on the head of the hammer, but I just barely managed to twist the handle so that the head slipped out from between its faux-prehistoric teeth. The beast had distracted me, though; just as I freed the hammer, its foot swung in and kicked me up against the castle wall.

      I was in trouble.

      I needed to get away, to catch my breath and reconsider my approach. Spying some nearby castle doors, I grabbed the hammer and took off into a run, disappearing into the castle.

      I stopped to breathe, thinking that, if the dinosaur damaged this section of the walls, it wouldn’t be the end of the world; Cupid was charging from the other side, so we could live with losing this part of the wall.

      But that’s not what the dinosaur did.

      With a roar that shook me to my bones, the enormous animatronic beast charged through the wall of the castle, smashing the stone and wood and plaster, bringing down a section of the roof with it.

      “Fuck!” I shouted as the dinosaur showered me in a cloud of dust and debris, and I covered my head with my hands to keep the falling wood and sheetrock from killing me.

      When the last piece of the castle had fallen, I climbed to my feet, caked in a layer of dust. I shook it from my hair and shoulders, and then stared my prehistoric animatronic enemy down.

      Glancing up at the castle, a huge section of the roof had caved in, though a few spires still remained on top of the collapsed wall. I needed to find a weakness, a way to bring it down quickly and for good.

      As I scanned over its body, my eyes caught on its front right foot. The foot it had first used to reach over the wall, the one the black-suited Mr. Wonders had attacked, hacking and stabbing it with their swords.

      The wounds, torn open gashes in its plastic skin, were still there, exposing mechanisms inside. It even occurred to me that the dinosaur had used its left foot to stomp on me, not its right.

      Was there a vulnerability there?

      I had to take the chance.

      Swinging my hammer in a circle, I let out a primal roar that was probably louder, and farther-heard, than the dinosaur’s own calls had been.

      As I ran, charging toward the dinosaur, I once again felt the elemental sensation of power and anger surging through my body, bolstering my muscles, filling the hammer with energy.

      When I finally met my foe in battle, I swung the hammer and struck true. The head passed right through the ripped and shredded skin of the dinosaur, connecting with the hard mechanical skeleton inside.

      I heard metal bend and snap, and the dinosaur’s entire foot was swept out from under it, the ankle and leg mechanisms irreparably damaged.

      Now off its footing, the creature slipped off its balance and fell, crashing into another wall of the castle. Its head was caught, just under the jaw, by one of the remaining spires, which skewered up through its neck, slicing through wires and hydraulic cables, cutting off huge sections of the dinosaur’s body from receiving signals, or from using its motivators.

      Paralyzed, the beast fell to the ground. The castle was devastated, half destroyed by its body alone. I climbed up on top of its head, looking down into its eyes, and I could see that they still burned with a hatred imparted to the creature by its creator.

      I knew what I had to do.

      “Goodnight, you big mother fucker,” I said, and raised up my hammer.
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      With that great and terrible beast laying defeated and dead in the ruins of Castle Wonder, I hefted my hammer over my shoulder and ran as fast as I could back to the battle. The closer I got, the louder I heard the screams and shouts–many of which were mechanical, but not all–of combat and destruction. I prayed that the girls would be safe, and I vowed in my heart to kill anything or anyone that harmed them.

      Wheeling around a corner, I caught sight of the melee under the shadows of the main gate. Swords slashed and shields raised, and even a few other weapons swung across the battlefield, like the instrument of an animatronic bass-playing housecat. If this had been some kind of cartoon, or a tv show, it might have been hilariously goofy, but this was real.

      And right in the middle of it was Julia and Marjorie.

      Marjorie stood in the middle of the fray, swinging her sword and raising it to parry and block incoming attacks. Julia stood behind her, fending off the assault the best she could with the machete, but she was having a hell of a time.

      The cat lashed out at Marjorie with his bass guitar, but she raised her sword up just in time; the sharpened blade cut right through the battered and weary instrument, splitting it in half.

      But it had been a diversion, and with her attention on deflecting the attack, the cat lunged at her, clamping down on her arm with its mechanical jaw and biting.

      Its jaws gripping Marjorie’s wrist drew a scream from her, but a roar from me. Liquid wrath pumped through my veins, and I felt the Dragon’s Fury within me as I charged forward, my hammer high above my head. The animatronic cat saw me, and I must have looked terrifying, my mouth wide open in a mindless rage, my eyes open wide, my entire body covered in dust.

      Struck with fear, the animatronic cat’s jaws opened, and Marjorie pulled her arm back out of its teeth.

      That’s when I reached it. My hammer came down, shearing through plastic and metal and wire, smashing the cat in half and letting its two splintered sides collapse to the ground. As soon as it was dead, I turned to Marjorie.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, though the blood coming from her arm made it clear she wasn’t.

      “Hang on, I’ll get her,” Julia said, and she darted forward, taking Marjorie’s arm in her hands. Covering up the wounds with her palms, she closed her eyes, and Marjorie seemed to calm down. When Julia took her hands away, the teeth marks were still visible, but they were healing.

      “That’s incredible,” I marveled.

      “I just wish my dragon would heal this fast,” Marjorie said. “I’d be a hell of a lot more useful here.”

      “Give it time,” I told her.

      “Speaking of giant scaly monsters,” Julia said, looking around for the next attacker, “what happened with that big dinosaur?”

      “Eh,” I said, “there’s good news and bad news on that front, but we can talk about it later.”

      As I said this, the astronaut and robot animatronics, along with a pair of white-suited Mr. Wonders, broke from the larger brawl and charged us down. The three of us squared off, ready to take them on. Even outnumbered, we weren’t going to back down from a fight.

      Just before they reached us, a flash of blue lashed out from the shadows up above, like a cloud of spinning fists and nunchucks.

      With a loud crack, Elizabeth’s whirling form dented the smiling, goateed face of one of the Mr. Wonders, and she hooked a nunchuck around his sword, yanking it out of his hand and sending it flying. From up above, the hulking shape of Charles dropped down with a thud, and in a flash he had punched a hole through the astronaut’s visor, smashing into the electronic mechanisms in his head.

      We descended on the invaders, and now that we had numbers on our side, it was a quick fight. Marjorie ran her sword through the back of a Mr. Wonderful, and Julia hacked in between the plastic coverings of the other one, severing a hydraulic fluid tube. I swung my hammer at the legs of the robot animatronic, knocking it to the ground and crushing its chest with a second blow. It fell still and silent.

      “Enough!” We looked up to see Cupid flying over the wall, his eyes blazing with his dark energy, his garbled voice echoing through his twisted speaker of a mouth. “This insurgency ends now! Your reign of chaos and terror from the shadows is over! The damage you have done to this place has been incalculable, but you will not tear down another inch of this wonder my master has built!” He was fuming, and he had his cannon arm trained on me. “I don’t know where you came from, or how you poisoned the minds of these fucking bitches!”

      Flying down a little bit lower, the light in his arm grew brighter, and I was sure he was going to fire soon. “I should’ve destroyed this place and torn her out of it ages ago. Especially after she distorted and perverted my children!” His eye flared when he looked over at Charles. “In fact, let’s take care of that right now…”

      He raised his arm at Charles, and the light flashed, streaking through the air.

      Elizabeth screamed and tried to run to her protector, but the blast hit his hard plastic body and burned away most of his right leg, ripping a deep, bubbling, melted gash across his torso and severing his left arm. Charles fell to his knees, trying to hold himself up with his remaining arm, but he was quickly losing strength. Elizabeth fell down beside him, putting her arms around his plastic body and weeping for her friend.

      Cupid’s face couldn’t really move, but I could still feel how pleased he was with Elizabeth’s pain. Yet this wasn’t the reason he was here. “Now, you…” he said, lifting his arm once more, this time at me. I thought about jumping out of the way, dodging it, but I knew I couldn’t safely do that without risking him hitting someone else. I dropped the hammer and raised my hands.

      “You can’t kill him!” Julia shouted, and to my absolute horror, she ran in front of me, standing there between me and the crackling, flaming cannon on Cupid’s arm. “I won’t let you! You’ll have to go through me.”

      Cupid sighed, which, under other circumstances, would’ve been a strange thing to hear. “Julia, do you think I can’t go through you?” he asked. “I could cut you down in a second, killing him at the same time. I wouldn’t even have to shoot twice.”

      “Then do it!” she defied him. “I know you won’t. Isaac wants us alive, doesn’t he? You’ve been hunting us a lot longer than Ruben’s been around. He’s not going to let you kill us.” My jaw hung open in shock. I was dumbstruck at Julia’s bravery, and I desperately hoped she was right. But the low, gravely laughter that sounded from Cupid’s speaker made me doubt it.

      “You little bitch,” he said, stoking the coals of anger inside me. “Isaac can want what he wants. You’ve gone too far. No second chances.”

      Right as those damnable words left his twisted speaker-mouth, two blurs whizzed right past me.

      The first was a pallid white, moving like lightning. The other looked like a stream of fire, as red as Elizabeth’s hair. They sprung up into the air, careening into Cupid and locking their rows of sharp, jagged teeth into his arms.

      I recognized them in an instant, and my heart leapt in my chest. They were Maze and Leona, the animals that Julia had supernaturally endeared to herself, and they had come to save her.
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      Cupid reacted to his new attackers with rage and confusion.

      “What the hell?” he shouted, wrenching his arms this way and that, trying to shake himself free, but the lion and the maned wolf were already dragging him down out of the air. “Get off of me, you damn beasts! You fleshy sacks of bones, get your teeth off of me!”

      I knew immediately this was the only chance I was going to get. Stooping down, I grabbed my hammer and charged forward. Careful not to hit either of the animals who had come to our aid, I swung, first for Cupid’s leg, and then for his stomach. Both blows connected, smashing his internal mechanisms around his knee, and then snapping the hard outer shell of his stomach open, sending cracks all throughout his body.

      “Bastards!” Cupid shrieked. “How dare you, you aaugh!” He howled and fired off his cannon.

      His arm was too weighed down by Maze’s body to aim at anything, but the lightning-hot magenta beam still burned a streak of black along Maze’s back, and the maned wolf yelped and opened his jaws, falling to the ground. Having dropped Maze’s weight from his arm, Cupid’s wings flapped harder, and he yanked himself free of Leona’s jaws as well.

      His body broken and shattered more than ever before, and with deep grooves now carved into both of his arms, Cupid turned and tried to flee. He flew as fast as he could, headed straight for the Ferris Wheel. Every other time, I was happy to see him try to escape, hoping he would finally leave us alone.

      Not this time. I was not about to give him that chance again. The trouble is, I couldn’t fly. Not under my own power, anyway. “Charles?” I said, looking over at the animatronic, struggling to stand, but unable. He turned his head to me, and then to Cupid, and then to me again, and just as he had done when we first met, he nodded. He knew what to do.

      Holding the hammer up, I ran toward him, and toward Cupid. Charles held his hand up, parallel to the ground, and I jumped up, planting my foot in his hand. With every last bit of strength he had left, Charles threw me into the air, and I leapt from his hand, flying toward Cupid’s cracked and crumbling body. With my hammer held high, as always, I swung it down, and the hammer slammed through the top of his head, splintering his outer casing and driving him right down into the ground.

      I landed just ahead of him, rolling and hopping to my feet. When I walked up to him, he was barely functional, trying to lift his body up, but it wasn’t responding. “You…” he tried to say, but his voice was glitching out. “You…you fucking…”

      I didn’t give him the satisfaction of last words.

      I slammed my hammer one more time down into his head, smashing it straight to pieces. As my hammer tore through his head, a wave of magenta energy exploded out of his body, blowing him to smithereens, and a bit of bright magenta lightning spiraled around my hammer and disappeared into the weapon.

      There had been a shard, just like the nodes of the sky barrier, inside Cupid’s chest, and now its power, or at least some of it, had been caught inside my hammer. I didn’t know what that meant, exactly, but I could feel the power surging through me.

      I did know one thing.

      I was ready to face Isaac.

      I stood up and wrenched my hammer out of Cupid’s head, leaving his corpse in a patch of dead grass and returning to my friends. It was a long, hard walk back to the rest of the group. Once Cupid fell from the sky and lay dead on the ground, the rest of the animatronics fled. Some ran for the Ferris Wheel, others disappeared into the park, leaving my companions alone and both mentally and physically exhausted.

      They huddled around each other, around Charles, around Maze.

      Leona nudged the fox-like creature with her nose, and Julia knelt beside him, massaging his body. She fed her healing energies into him; he would live, though he would bear that black streak down his back for the rest of his life.

      Charles was not so lucky.

      Elizabeth held him, weeping against his cold, artificial body. Because he wasn’t an organic, truly living thing, Julia could do nothing for him. He held on as long as he could, the magenta light in his eyes dim and growing dimmer, and soon enough, it was gone.

      Elizabeth laid him down, and I put my arms around her. “I’m so, so sorry,” I whispered to her, and she cried against my chest.

      Castle Wonder was ruined.

      Keely soon came up from the tunnels, weary and shaking, holding a sword from a fallen Mr. Wonder. She later told us that the fighting had been vicious and intense, close-quarters and terrifying. Her invisibility had saved her, allowing her to sneak behind the enemies and kill them without them even seeing her. Without it, she would not have come out of those underground tunnels alive.

      Parts of the castle were still standing, but huge sections of it had been leveled, and great columns of smoke and dust rose up into the sky from its ruin. Perhaps there would be some distant day when we could rebuild it, but the enormous body of the dinosaur still laid inside the great tall, turning it into a tomb. This was too much for Elizabeth, who fell to her knees when she saw the destruction that had been brought to her home.

      “I…I wish,” she said between sobs, “I wish you hadn’t come here.”

      Julia sat down beside her, holding her close, and I knelt down, putting my hand on her shoulder. Keely and Marjorie stood to the side, watching and listening. “I know,” I said softly. “I understand that. I’m so sorry this has happened.”

      “Elizabeth,” Julia told her, “you know who did this. You said it yourself, this was going to happen one day or another.”

      “I know,” she said, shaking as she cried. “I just…I hate this so much. This was my home. Charles was like a protective big brother to me. This place, it was dark and cold and lonely, but it was my home. It was mine. And now it’s gone. It’s all gone.”

      I paused for a moment, letting her feel her grief, before I spoke. “Yes, Elizabeth. It’s been destroyed.” I gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze. “But it’s not gone forever. We’re going to bring Isaac down. We’re going to make him pay. I promise you. And then, once that work is done, we will make this place a home again. Better than it ever was before.”

      She looked up at me, tears in her eyes. Her blazing red hair swept back, and I brushed a few strands from her face. I could tell her trust was strained–how could it not be?–but I was determined to live up to my promise. “You really mean that?” she asked, and I nodded. She sighed; she wasn’t fully convinced, but she would give us a chance.
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      Laden down with weapons, dust, and heavy hearts, we made our way into the castle. The great hall was crushed, but the spiral staircase leading into the upper levels of the castle was more or less intact, aside from a few sections of roof that had collapsed into it.

      We followed Elizabeth up to the kingly court where we had first met her, and as we were about to spread out into that room, she waved us further up the stairs.

      “Come on,” she said, “upstairs is…well, it’s not much, but it’s a little more comfortable than this empty room with stone floors.” I shrugged and followed her further up, and the other girls did the same.

      Up another round of steps, the staircase ended, opening up into another room at the top of the tallest tower in the castle. It was a scantily-decorated room, with a chair against one wall and a bookcase up against another, but I was surprised to see a line of four beds all positioned right next to each other, as if to make one enormous bed.

      “Wow, actual beds,” I said out loud, and I must have sounded like I was seeing something transcendently beautiful for the first time. “With actual mattresses…”

      “Yeah,” Elizabeth said, walking over to one of the beds and sitting down. “Charles helped me get these up here. Well,” she let out a sad little laugh. “I guess I mean that he got these up here. I’m quick, but I’m not that strong.”

      Keely and Julia walked over and sat down on either side of her.

      “You’re strong in a lot of other ways, Lizzie,” Keely said, gently rubbing her back. Elizabeth leaned into Keely’s embrace, resting her head on Keely’s shoulder.

      There was a long, heavy pause between us all, not one of us certain of what to say to make the others feel better. I stood at a window, one of the few that hadn’t been broken, and I looked out over the park. I could see most of it from here, all the way out to the Dragon’s Fury and the Safari Zone sign. How much we had suffered since that first night I met Julia, I thought, but how far we’d come, and how close we’d grown. It struck a thought in me, and my heart moved me to speak.

      “Julia,” I asked. “When this is all over, when we’ve beaten Isaac and taken control of the island back…what do you want to do?”

      Julia looked back at me, a bit puzzled. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, we’re not fighting back against Isaac just to kill Isaac,” I said. “I mean, that is part of it, sure, but we’re doing this so that we can live happily, right? So that we can live how we want, without fear of someone watching us, trying to control us, trying to kill us…so, what does that look like to you? What would you want to do once we’ve won?”

      Julia got what I was trying to do; this group had just secured a major win, but at great, terrible cost. They needed some hope. “Well,you know how much I love animals,” she said. “I think, if I could do what would really make me happy, I would love to fix up the animal enclosures, or even expand them. Make the island a safe place for animals to live again. They could come and go from the island, but they would always have a home here.” Then she looked around the room and smiled at us. “I’d like to still be with all of you, too.”

      I smiled back at her, my heart thrumming at the warmth between us all. “Keely?” I asked. “What about you?”

      Keely was silent for quite a while before answering, like she hadn’t even considered what a happy life would mean. “I think, once we’ve broken down Isaac’s power, destroyed the rest of his animatronic army, and rescued the girls who still haven’t escaped his lair, I want to do what Julia said, but for them. I want to make the island safe for them. They could leave if they wanted, but if they chose to stay, they would always be safe here.” As she said this, a smile spread across her face, like she was imagining this future life with a flicker of joy in her heart.

      “I love that,” I said to her. “How about you, Marjorie?”

      Marjorie knew her answer immediately. “I want to fly,” she said. “I want to heal the dragon inside me, and tear down the barrier over the sky, and I want to fly up as high as I can. I want to fly out to the land beyond the water and see what’s out there. I don’t know if what I find would be good or bad, but if it’s good, then I want to see it, and if it’s bad, I can always fly right back here.”

      I reached out and touched her hip, giving it a gentle hug. “Yes, you can.” Then I turned to Elizabeth. I was about to ask her what her answer would be too, but she spoke before I could.

      “I want to fix the castle,” she said. “I know that sounds selfish, but this is still my home. It made me feel safe. It was the one place I knew Isaac and Cupid couldn’t get to me. My sister used to talk about it, and it sounded like a dream. And…it was.” She looked around at the room, and I knew she was walking through the ruins of the castle in her mind. “Right now is a low point, but after we’ve won, I want to make this place a dream again.”

      I picked up the chair by the wall and brought it over to the bed so that I could sit next to Elizabeth. “You know,” I told her, “I think that’s just about as inspiring a thought as I’ve ever heard. I can’t wait to see that dream realized.”

      “What about you, Ruben?” Keely asked.

      “Hm?”

      Julia chimed in. “What about you? What do you want life to be like after we win?”

      Somehow, that question caught me off-guard. I’d spent so much time thinking about taking Isaac and Cupid down, and so much effort keeping these girls safe, that the thought of what I would do after it was all over hadn’t even really entered my mind. “Well,” I started to say, and there was a part of me that thought I should say I wanted to go home.

      I felt like I ought to say that I wanted to get off the island, find my way to my hometown, and figure out what happened there.

      After all, that was my plan the first night.

      When I left Julia in the Safari Zone, my intention had been to get out of the park and find my way home.

      I still wanted to do that, but suddenly I understood that my vision of the future had changed.

      “When I look to the future,” I said, “I see this island, but it’s green. It’s lush and beautiful. The grass grows, the trees are full of leaves, and animals run free and wild.” I smiled and winked at Julia. “I see myself here, with all of you, and whoever else wants to be here. I see a farm, I see us working to keep ourselves fed, and spending most of our time together. I see us…becoming a family.”

      “I love that,” Julia said in a soft voice, barely over a whisper.

      “So do I,” Keely agreed. I looked over at them, and I was happy to see a small smile on Elizabeth’s face.

      “I do too,” Marjorie said, “but to do that, we still need to take down Isaac. We thought he would be here, we thought the castle was his stronghold, but now…I mean, where is he?”

      “The Ferris Wheel,” both I and Elizabeth said at the same time, and everyone else looked at us.

      “Yeah, he’s got to be there,” I said, standing up and walking to the window again. Off on the opposite side of Wonder Kingdom, the Ferris Wheel sat, like a black wheel in the night illuminated only by emergency lights. “That’s where Cupid was flying to. He was trying to get back there. I’m sure of it.”

      “Well, okay, but it’s not much of a stronghold, is it?” Keely said. “There aren’t even any walls around it.”

      “I think there must be a shard there. Like the nodes of the sky barrier on the ship and the Tower of Terror. Maybe it does something similar, maybe he’s using the power differently, I don’t know.” I turned back and looked at all of them. “What I do know, though, is it doesn’t matter how many animatronic troops he’s got, how many of those gaunt like scavengers he’s bribed, how prepared and safe he thinks he is…his days are numbered, and the number is one.”
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      “Wait,” Elizabeth said, later into the evening. “Ruben, where did you come from?”

      I had been looking at the bookcase, my eyes wandering over the titles of a couple hundred different covers.

      Some of them I had never heard of, but quite a few were actually books I had read long ago, stories of adventure or heroism. Stories perfect for really transporting a reader’s mind to another world. I couldn’t help being impressed with Elizabeth’s collection, and I considered that, after this was all over, a little library like this would be a wonderful thing for a lot of those we were trying to save. Her question, though, pulled my attention back.

      “Hm?” I asked. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, earlier Julia said that you…appeared. And, I was thinking about it, and I’ve never seen you before, so where did you come from?”

      I realized with a start that she was right, we hadn’t explained the whole story of how I came to be here. Frankly, I didn’t really understand it myself, but I started at the beginning, telling her the story of my day off that I spent here, at Wonder Island.

      I came over to sit on the bed beside Elizabeth, and all the girls gathered around to listen, even the ones who knew the story well by now. Julia sat down on the floor, between my legs, looking up at me. Elizabeth especially was taken with my description of what this place used to be; a charming place of magic and fun, where people would come to experience awe, or to feel the wind flying across their face, or to play games and eat over-priced food and become closer with their loved ones.

      When I told her about the past life of Castle Wonder, how people would come here with their children to meet princes and princesses, kings and queens, and to feel like royalty themselves, Elizabeth started to weep. “This place really is special, isn’t it?”

      I nodded, putting my arm around her. “Yeah, it really is.”

      She let out a sigh and rested her head on my shoulder, her vibrant red hair flowing down my chest.

      I continued the story, telling her about the day I was here, playing the high-striker, “with that very hammer, actually,” I said, pointing to my weapon. I told her how I wandered into the Safari Zone, on a whim, and saw a family taking pictures there. I saw a little girl, joyfully but dangerously climbing on the gorilla enclosure. How I had leapt into action to save the girl, but was blinded by some flash and ended up falling in myself.

      “I don’t really understand how it happened,” I said. “I don’t know why I’m alive now, how I remained hidden all that time. I don’t know how the world got to be like it is. But…” I looked around at Julia, Keely, Marjorie, and then Elizabeth. “I’m really glad I’m here.”

      “So am I,” Julia said. “Before Ruben woke up, I was running from scavengers, just trying to stay alive and help where I could. I wasn’t trying to escape, I wasn’t trying to get back at Isaac or Cupid, I was barely keeping my head above water.” She leaned her head against my thigh. “Without him, I’d still be out there. Or maybe I wouldn’t be.”

      “I mean, it’s the same with me,” Keely said, sitting behind me on the bed. “I wasn’t trying to keep my head above water, so much as trying to keep it below ground,” she said with a grim laugh. She put her hand on my back, gently rubbing her palm across me. “I didn’t think I would ever leave the tunnels. Or, if I did, it would be because I was afraid of someone…or something. But he showed me what we could really do. He struck a blow against the people who wanted to hurt us. I knew I could trust him.”

      “That was the thing with me, too,” Marjorie added. “I mean, after what happened last time…well, Lizzie, you know as well as anyone how hard it can be to find someone you trust anymore.” She sat beside Elizabeth, putting her hand on the younger girl’s knee. “But Ruben, he showed me I could trust him. I didn’t ask him for help, but he figured out how to help me. He offered me a way out, and never asked for anything in return. Even after that, when I was hurt, he did everything he could to save me, and he showed me that I can heal. I could never leave his side after that.”

      Elizabeth turned to look at me, her eyes wide. “You really did all that?”

      I nodded.

      “What happened today,” she said softly, “has been really hard. It hurts me more than I can say, what they did to the castle, and to…to Charles, but what you’ve told me…” She looked around the room, gazing out the window, before turning back to me. “I feel the same way they do. I want to make this place what you’ve told me it can be. You’ve given me hope. I don’t have to hide in here anymore.”

      Elizabeth leaned in close to me, and she took my hand in hers. Bringing it to her lips, she kissed each of my fingers, before raising my middle finger and slowly sliding it into her mouth. I could feel my body responding down below almost immediately at the sensation of her lips sucking on my finger, her soft tongue wrapping around it. I was in something of a daze when she slid my finger out of her mouth, and before I knew it, her lips were pressed against mine. It was a soft, chaste, closed-mouthed kiss, the kind that you might see a princess give at the end of a fairy tale. I cupped her cheeks in my hands as the kiss deepened and she pressed herself against me.

      Julia smiled and climbed up from the floor, putting her hands onto Elizabeth’s body and urging her into my lap, until she was straddling me. I felt a pair of lips that I knew were Keely’s trailing up and down my neck, and her hand slid around my body, down to my lap where she palmed the growing bulge in my jeans.

      Someone–I don’t know who, because my eyes were closed in a passionate kiss with Elizabeth–lifted my shirt up over my head, tossing it to the floor.

      I slowly laid back on the bed, drawing Elizabeth down with me, and my hands slid down her back, holding her tightly against me. Her young body was soft and petite, but for her wide hips and her unbelievably curvaceous ass. My hands pulled up the fabric of her dress and gripped her ass cheeks, giving them a loving squeeze, and she broke our kiss to let out a little mewl and give me a playful, lusting smile.

      A pair of hands–Julia’s, I thought–undid the buckle on my belt, and I heard both Julia and Keely giggling as they wrestled my jeans off of me, sighing in awe as my cock sprung free, lightly slapping Elizabeth’s ass. “I just can’t get over how much I love this,” Julia said, and I felt her tongue lick up along the shaft of my cock, her lips finally closing around the head and sliding down its length.

      “Fuck,” I breathed out, and Elizabeth giggled down at me.

      I glanced over to the right and saw that Marjorie had undone the clasp keeping her bodysuit on, and she pulled it off of herself, throwing it down to join my shirt. Her body was fantastic, clearly showing off strength and muscle in her arms and legs without sacrificing womanly curves in her tits and hips. From behind her long black hair, her violet eyes smiled at me as she climbed onto the bed.

      “Come here, Lizzie,” she said, taking Elizabeth’s youthful face in her hands, “let’s give Ruben a nice show.”

      Marjorie pulled Elizabeth in, drawing her into a deep, passionate kiss. Their lips opened and their tongues danced together, making my cock twitch inside Julia’s mouth.

      “That’s fucking gorgeous, girls,” I told them, and I reached over to grab Marjorie by the ass, pulling her over to kneel above my face. There I saw her pussy, lips swollen and glistening with her desire, leading down to that pretty little asshole. Curling my arms around her hips, I pulled her down to meet her pussy with my waiting tongue.

      “Oh! Ohhh, fuck!” Marjorie exclaimed into their kiss, and she grabbed onto Elizabeth to hold herself up. My tongue lapped over her pussy, the tip swirling around the sensitive little button at the top, and even dipping down between her lips to taste her.

      “Fuck, I-” she tried to say, rocking her hips up and down, grinding her pussy and ass down against my tongue. “I’ve-…I’ve never…”

      She couldn’t finish that sentence, because the moans and sighs and gasps that came from deep within her throat overtook her words.

      Her kiss broken, Elizabeth started kissing along Marjorie’s cheek, over her shoulders, trailing soft kisses all over Marjorie’s skin. I reached up with one hand and held Marjorie’s tit, teasing her nipple between my fingers, while my tongue focused on her most sensitive places.

      She rode my face like a horse, bucking and rocking her ass, her voice getting more insistent.

      “Ruben…fuck, oh, fuck, Ruben,” she gasped, “Ruben…yeah, fuck, keep, keep doing that, right there…Ruben, yes, yes, yes, yes!”

      As she screamed out, I felt a ripple of orgasmic sensation radiate through her body. She quivered and shook atop me, and her wetness flowed down over my chin. When her climax subsided, she kissed Elizabeth, giggling with joy against her lips, and then collapsed to the side, breathing like she’d just run a marathon.

      Elizabeth leaned down, her tongue slipping out of her adorable little mouth, and she licked my chin, my lips, tasting Marjorie’s juices on my face.

      “I want to feel you inside me,” she whispered into my ear, and she sat back up, grabbing her dress with her hands and pulling it off of herself.

      With a wet little pop, Julia pulled her lips off of my cock, and Elizabeth raised her hips up, pressing her pussy against the shaft.

      Grinding back and forth against it once, and again, and a third time, she finally lined it up with her entrance and slid down onto me.

      “Ohhh, fuck! Oh my god, fuck me,” she moaned, breathing deep as she took me into her little pussy. She was unbelievably tight, like her body was squeezing me, gripping me, and the sensation made my eyes flutter closed. I reached up and gently squeezed her small, petite tits, playing with her tiny upward-pointing nipples, softly teasing them between my fingertips.

      To my right, Keely climbed up onto the bed, stripped of her tank top and her black pants. Kneeling there, her silky blonde hair cascaded down over her ample tits, which she framed between her arms.

      “Isn’t she incredible?” Keely asked, looking at Elizabeth’s tight little body and wide, flaring hips.

      “Yeah,” I breathed out, “she’s…she’s fucking amazing.”

      “Yeah,you’re pretty amazing yourself.” Keely leaned down over me, bringing her breast to my mouth, and I couldn’t possibly deny her.

      My tongue slipped out to circle around the little bud of her nipple, swirling around it and flicking the tip of my tongue across it. “Ohhhh, that feels so good, Ruben,” she gasped, and I closed my lips around her nipple, suckling on her tit.

      She cradled my head in her hand, holding it to her chest, her eyes closing as she basked in the pleasure of my lips on her nipple.

      All the while, Elizabeth was quickly getting used to feeling my cock filling up her pussy. She rode me harder, faster, taking me in deeper, and her soft, girlish moans quickly became screams of ecstasy. Looking at her, I saw Marjorie kneeling behind Elizabeth, smiling at me with her eyes as she kissed and licked Elizabeth’s body.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck!” Elizabeth stammered again and again, and I could feel her body starting to quiver and shake. Her face and chest grew almost as red as her hair, and her mouth hung open. I rocked my hips up against her, to heighten the sensation, and soon she let out a primal scream.

      Her whole body shook, her legs trying desperately to squeeze together, and her pussy gripped my cock as she milked it.

      Marjorie pulled the shaking, trembling Elizabeth off of my cock, laying her down on the bed and cuddling up behind her, the two of them kissing and caressing each other. I pulled my lips from Keely’s nipple, peppering a few kisses over her impressive chest, when Julia leaned in, meeting my kiss with one of her own, as both of our tongues bathed Keely’s nipple.

      “Ruben,” Julia whispered.

      “Yes?”

      “I want…Ruben, I want you to fuck me!”

      I didn’t have to be asked twice. I quickly sat up and climbed off the bed, pulling Julia’s body over to the edge. Keely giggled and hopped up as well, standing behind me, her tits pressed against my back, and she took the liberty of reaching down to grab my cock. It was already slick with a mingling of Julia’s saliva and Elizabeth’s pussy juices, so when Keely lined it up with Julia’s pussy, it slid in perfectly.

      Eager for more, Elizabeth saw what was happening, and she climbed up off the bed, getting down on her hands and knees, and she slid in between Keely’s and my legs. Her lips and tongue found my balls, licking and sucking on them as I pumped in and out of Julia.

      Marjorie crawled over as well, letting her tongue slip out to tease Julia’s breast before coming up to kiss me. All five of us locked in an embrace of pleasure and lust; my cock pumping away into Julia, Marjorie’s lips and tongue against mine in a deep, desirous kiss, Elizabeth between my legs, and Keely kissing and nibbling on my neck and ear as she whispered words of need.

      I could never have dreamed of anything like this.

      As each of these girls pleasured me in different ways, I knew I wouldn’t last much longer. I felt the pressure building inside myself, the tingling sensation that signals orgasm is coming.

      I fucked Julia faster, harder, and she screamed for me, reaching down and scratching across my stomach with her fingers. Her legs locked around me, and she started to spasm just as I felt myself tip over that incredible edge.

      My cock bucked and pulsed inside her as my orgasm overcame me and I pumped all the cum I had in me deep into her pussy.

      My legs twitched and shook, and my heart pounded in my chest. My breathing was ragged and shallow, and I moaned into Marjorie’s lips, maintaining our kiss throughout the spectacular sensory overload of my orgasm.

      As I filled Julia up, my cum leaked out of her pussy, trickling down over my balls, and Elizabeth licked it all off of me, swallowing it and kissing my thighs.

      Moments later, the lot of us collapsed down onto the bed. Julia to my right, Marjorie to my left. Elizabeth lay between my legs, her face resting beside my cock, and Keely lay overtop me, letting me rest my head on her tits.

      I had never felt so exhausted, nor so content.

      Nor had I ever had so much to lose.

      Never had I had so much to fight for.

      We were far from winning, just yet, but as I fell asleep, kissing the girls around me, I knew I would do whatever it took to protect them.
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      We waited until nightfall to go to the Ferris Wheel. Every black-suited Mr. Wonder that survived the battle was put up on the wall, facing the Ferris Wheel, to give the impression that our numbers were still strong.

      They were not.

      We snuck out through the back, with an unseeable Keely going out ahead to scout our route. Between the grounds of Castle Wonder and the Ferris Wheel there were lines of shops and booths, some of which had been souvenir stalls, or turkey leg stands, or little stations where people dressed in medieval garb would show kids little demonstrations of skills, like blacksmithing or weaving. Now, though, they were completely desolate, devoid of any life, sound, or movement.

      In fact, we didn’t see any sign of life at all until we got closer to the Ferris Wheel. It was an enormous structure, well over one hundred feet tall, with a large control booth just below it. Off to the side stood a security center that looked oddly out of place among all the medieval princess-themed attractions.

      The most striking thing there was the weak security. I didn’t see a single animatronic guard. Not a Mr. Wonder, not a Cherub, not even another robotic rodent carrying a heavy musical instrument.

      In fact, the only ones guarding the Ferris Wheel was a small gang of those ghoulish marauders, four or five of them standing around, talking to each other, barely paying any attention to their surroundings.

      Why doesn’t Isaac have any guards around this place? I wondered.

      Had we destroyed so many of his animatronics that he didn’t have enough left to justify putting them here? Were we wrong yet again, and this wasn’t even his actual stronghold? Was this a trap? All these thoughts and more rushed through my mind, and I tried to account for all of them. If it was just an issue of him being out of troops, that was good for us. If this wasn’t his stronghold, we would at least be securing the Wonder Kingdom region from his control.

      And, if it was a trap, well…we’d beaten the shit out of his troops before, and we’d just have to do it again.

      We stalked around the outside of the Ferris Wheel, looking for the opportune time to strike, and before we attacked, I gathered the girls together. “Alright, this is it,” I whispered to them. “This is our moment. We’re pretty sure the stronghold is under the Ferris Wheel, so we need to take these guys out quick so we can find the entrance before Isaac realizes what’s happening. Understood?”

      The girls nodded. They looked a little nervous, so I tried to comfort them a bit. “Don’t worry. We’re all going to be together. We’re all skilled warriors by now, too, aren’t we?” I said, reaching out to pat Julia on the back.

      We certainly looked the part, anyway; Julia carried that old nicked machete, Marjorie had her sword, Elizabeth her nunchucks, and in my hands I carried the high-striker hammer. We were a formidable sight, I thought. “I understand, I’m nervous too. But there’s no need to worry. We’re going to win, and we’re going to free everyone here. Ready?”

      They nodded, still nervous, but a little relieved. I had said that I was nervous, but that wasn’t true.

      I felt like I probably should be nervous, given what we were about to attempt, but I couldn’t bring myself to be nervous.

      I was excited. I was pumped. I was ready to knock these frail guards aside, bash my way into Isaac’s stronghold, and kick his ass.

      We spread out a little ways, so that we could come at them from three sides. When I was ready, I led the charge, breaking into a sprint from behind a row of bushes.

      The first marauder guard didn’t even notice me until I was halfway to him, and by the time he raised his weapon to defend himself, my hammer smashed right through the wooden club, clocking him underneath his chin.

      He went flying backward, landing in a clump beside the control booth. Checking my right and left, I saw Marjorie cut one of them down, and another jerked forward like he’d been kicked in the back by an invisible woman.

      Within seconds, it was all over. We had cleared the guards from the Ferris Wheel, and we set about looking for some way down into the underground. In the back of my head, I was still bothered by how easy that had been. I just told myself that Isaac must be running low on personnel - I mean, how could he not be? - and I should just get to searching for a way inside. There must be something around here, so we checked the wheel’s platform, we looked inside its mechanisms, and we checked the control booth.

      “I don’t know,” Keely said, “I don’t see anything.”

      “Well, it’s got to be somewhere,” I said, rummaging through the control booth, looking for a hatch, an elevator, a trap door, anything, but it was just a straight bland floor. I tried a couple of the levers, thinking that they might open up a secret passage or something–I knew that sounded ridiculous, but I had to try everything.

      “Um, Ruben?” Elizabeth said.

      “Yeah?” I asked. “Did you find something?”

      “Um,” she said, a quiver in her voice. “More like something else found us.”

      I dropped what I was doing and looked out the control booth window. Approaching us from all sides were animatronics. Among them were a handful of white-suited Mr. Wonders, swords in hand, and one more Cherub–hopefully the last of its kind. Beside the Cherub marched a green-skinned alien who I assumed was from the same ride as the astronaut and robot animatronics.

      Coming up on another side, and both walking on their hind legs, was a bear and an elephant that I actually recognized from the entrance to the Safari Zone way back when.

      Beside them, crawling up the hill with some of the most creepy, stuttering movements, was a giant black robotic octopus, straight out of Riverland Pass, the water rides area.

      I almost did a double-take when I saw the last one. With a long black coat, a sword in one hand, and a hook over the other, the pirate captain from the Pirate Storm ship galloped up the hill. Yes, galloped; I remembered that his legs had been destroyed when he fell off the mast, and now they looked like they had been replaced, the legs of a unicorn from the Carousel ride cut off and attached to his torso like some kind of sea-centaur. His legs were awkward and clumsy, not built for his body, but he was huge, and barreling toward us.

      There were a lot of them, and they were steadily approaching, getting closer.

      On the bright side, at least we knew the reason why security had been so light.

      It was the trap thing.
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      “Okay, circle up!” I ordered, and we all gathered together on one side of the Ferris Wheel, to at least try to control how many sides they could attack from. “Keely! Disappear!”

      “Already on it!” said her disembodied voice.

      “Stick together!” I shouted. “Defend each other! We can outfight them!” With a sickening feeling in my stomach, I wondered if the girls believed my words any more than I did.

      The first one to reach me was the alien, a hideous thing with enormous black eyes, pebbly green skin, and pincers for hands.

      It lashed out at me, trying to grab the hammer out of my hands, and I let it get its claws around the hammer’s handle. Then, as it started to pull back, I pushed into it, setting it off balance and knocking the thing to the ground.

      Leaning into the momentum, I spun around, and I could have sworn a bit of magenta electricity arced up and down the hammer as I swung it down, smashing into the alien’s abdomen.

      Having the largest weapon, I tried to put myself up to one of the Mr. Wonders–I didn’t want Julia to have to square off against one of those with just a machete–but the pirate captain nearly crashed right into me. Feinting to the left, I dodged him, but he circled around immediately.

      “Looks like ye’ve run out of planks to walk, wee knave!” the captain’s metallic voice growled at me.

      “Yeah?” I taunted back. “Well, it looks like you’ve lost your sea legs!”

      He roared at me and charged forward, swinging his sword. I raised up the haft of my hammer, blocking his blow, but he managed to backhand me with the curve of his hook, giving me a good crack on the head and sending me to my knees. Looking back up at him, trying to stand, I felt a trickle of blood running down my face.

      “Ye’ll pay fer what ye’ve done, ye scabby sea dog!” Charging me once more, he swung again. I knew that I had to deal with him quickly, because he certainly wasn’t going to tire out before I did, so I didn’t bother blocking his blow.

      As his sword slashed across my arm, I stepped to the right, swinging the hammer to the side and bashing in his front left knee.

      The leg was awkward and overburdened anyway, so it immediately buckled, and the pirate captain crashed into the ground like a crippled horse.

      “Ye right shit!” the captain yelled. “Come fight me like the devil, ye yellow-bellied bilge rat!”

      As he bellowed his challenge, I wordlessly raised my hammer, slamming the mallet down into the top of his mechanical head.

      His waggling arms fell limp as his hat and head, both pieces of the same plastic outer shell, splintered and went flying in all directions.

      The pirate captain was dead, but I didn’t have time to revel in defeating it. My heart was racing, and I was already running low on breath when I saw one of the Mr. Wonder robots nearby.

      Its dead, black eyes met mine, and it started to charge me, its sword ready to run me through. The thing’s ugly distorted face, sneering at me with a smile that had been worn away by time, just made me angry the longer I looked at it.

      As it approached, the animatronic guard raised its sword and swung down at me.

      I managed to miss the blade, letting it hit the wooden platform, but the Mr. Wonder kicked out at me, and its heavy foot cracked me in the side. Fighting through the ache in my ribs, I raised my hammer to block another slash, knocking the sword out of the way, but the robotic guard caught the side of my head with a punch that sent me back a few paces.

      I shook my head, trying to get rid of the ringing in my ears, and I squared my shoulders, reading to strike back.

      The Mr. Wonder once again raised its sword, and it was about to swing down when an invisible force, probably Keely’s foot, connected with its side, knocking it off balance.

      As it started to fall, I jumped backward, landing with one foot on the railing around the Ferris Wheel. Pushing off from the rail, I spun in the air, turning into an underswing, and I caught it in that dumb, ugly face, doubling the force of the blow. That face I hated so much caved in, and the goon wasn’t completely down, but it’d take a while to get back up.

      “Thanks for the assist!” I said.

      “You’re welcome!” Keely replied.

      “Ruben!” Elizabeth cried out. I whipped around and saw that the octopus, that hideous mechanical creature, had gotten two of its tentacles around her. They were sickening, distorted, unnatural things, more like legs that had been segmented dozens of times to simulate free motion. They wrapped around her, holding her arms apart to keep her from swinging her nunchucks.

      “I’m coming!” I shouted, and I ran to her, dodging the swing of another Mr. Wonder. Looking at the other girls, I knew we were in trouble. Julia was hacking away at the anthropomorphic elephant, but the machete blade was no match for its thick hide. Marjorie was doing her best to block sword blows, but they were pushing her back.

      “Fuck,” I muttered, running toward Elizabeth. “Don’t worry!” I yelled, to no one in particular. “I’m coming!”

      Right then, a devastating blow from the right paw of a bear cracked into the back of my head, and I passed out before I hit the floor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            35

          

        

      

    

    
      With a painful throbbing in my head, my vision swimming and blurred, I slowly came to and realized that I was sitting upright on a metal bench with my hands tied behind my back. I blinked a few times, shaking my head to try and clear the dizziness, and as my eyesight slowly sharpened I saw that I was high up in the air.

      I was really high up.

      I was in the Ferris Wheel.

      Out across the water, off the coast of the island, I saw the soft glow of daylight just breaking over the horizon, filtering through the constant heavy cloud cover. Our assault on the wheel had begun fairly early into the night. How long had I been sitting here in this Ferris Wheel car? Judging by the aching of my body, it had been quite a while. It sure took a toll on my arms, swinging that big hammer around-

      The hammer! I thought. Where is it?

      Scooting over to the edge of the car, I looked down below. I was on the back end of the wheel, about halfway down the descent, so I figured I must have been the first one loaded in. The wreckage of several animatronics were still being dragged away–at least we’d taken a few out before we were captured–and to my irritation, the last remaining Cherub was holding my hammer in its free hand. The bastard.

      But I had more important concerns. Craning my neck up, I tried to look at the other cars around the enormous ring of the wheel. “Hey!” I said, trying to speak as loudly as I could without risking being heard down below. “Julia? Keely? Marjorie? Elizabeth?”

      “We’re here,” Elizabeth called, and I saw her poke her head out a few cars above me. “We’re spread out around the wheel!”

      “Damn it,” I muttered. What were they planning on doing to us? “Are you alright?” I asked her.

      “I'm okay,” she replied. “A little banged up, but I’ll be okay?”

      “Are the others up there?”

      “Marjorie and Julia are,” she said. “I don’t know where Keely is.”

      I was about to respond with more questions when I heard the slamming of a door down below, and I craned my head to look. I’d expected it to be from the control booth at the base of the wheel, but no, it was from the security center. The door had opened, and out walked two of the white-suited Mr. Wonders, and walking behind them was a man.

      It struck me as odd, all of a sudden, that this was the first human man I’d seen since I woke up in the gorilla enclosure.

      Even more odd, I immediately recognized him.

      He was tall and thin, bone thin, and he wore a perfectly tailored white suit with a black bow tie. His skin was old and weathered, and his dark brown hair was streaked with gray, from the top of his head down to his curled mustache and goatee.

      He had a grin that I still think I would recognize anywhere.

      I didn’t know how it was possible, but I couldn’t deny it, either.

      The real live Mr. Wonder. In the flesh.

      Was this Isaac? Was Isaac Mr. Wonder?

      In his hand he held a cane which he leaned on as he walked. It was long and thin, just like him, but with a black finish running down its length. At the top, though, was a perfectly spherical orb of magenta glass. He had taken one of those shards, whatever they were, for himself. What was its purpose? Was it controlling the minds of the park, keeping the animatronics alive? Was it keeping him alive? My mind was full of questions, spinning and swirling around in my head, a miasma of confusion that was only broken by his words.

      “Hello, my dear girls,” his leathery voice called out, slick with a deep, aristocratic southern drawl. “And one treasonable interloper. How are my guests feeling this lovely morning?”

      None of us answered, but he seemed the type that was so wrapped up in hearing himself talk that he barely appeared to notice.

      “You know, you folks have caused a lot of trouble for me,” he continued. “I’m trying to run an island here, you understand? I’m trying to keep order, to keep folks safe and collected…like you girls up there. I gave you a home, I kept you safe from the bleak, dangerous world outside…”

      His voice turned markedly angrier. “And this is the thanks I get? You’ve destroyed my park. Terrorized my security forces. Murdered my chief officer. You’ve put everything I’ve built at great risk.”

      He stopped and put his hands on his hips.

      “You girls, you’ve disappointed me greatly. I don’t know if I can ever trust you again. I’m going to have to ponder my capacity to forgive. But you,” he said, pointing directly at me, “for you there is no forgiveness. You are a sickness in this place, a foul degeneracy that has weakened and corrupted this paradise-in-waiting.”

      “You’re a tyrant!” I shouted back. “A cruel tyrant, and you’ve turned this place of joy and magic into an oppressive, derelict shadow of its former self! You should be-”

      “Enough!” he roared. “I will not be spoken to like this in the wonderland that I built! Certainly not by some intruder, some usurper who wants to take all my work for himself!”

      He started to walk away, but turned back. “I will decide in my own time what to do with the girls, but you, you little devil? You I will destroy! You I will kill! I will tear you apart, body and soul, until even the Devil don’t want you!”

      With that, he turned and walked back into the security center, his personal guards following him.

      “Wow, he sounds serious,” said a voice right beside me, and I almost jumped before I realized it was Keely, still invisible. “You think he meant it?” I could hear the playful, sarcastic tone in her voice, but I was still shaken.

      “Yeah, I think so,” I said, deadpan. “Did you escape?”

      “They never caught me,” she said, as if that was obvious. “We need to get you all out of this thing.”

      “Well, yeah, that’d be great,” I said, leaning to show her my tied wrists. “But even if we get out of the cars, what are we going to do? Climb down and ask politely to go?”

      In a gesture that felt equal parts tender and firm, Keely’s invisible hands cupped my cheeks, and she pulled me–I assume–to look into her eyes. “I’m going to untie you, and then I’m going to move to the other girls. You need to crawl out of this car, climb up to Marjorie, and talk to her. Got it?”

      She was right.

      Marjorie was really our only hope of winning this.

      I nodded, and then I felt Keely lean in to kiss me, a deep, affectionate kiss with the force of love behind it. “Okay, let’s do it,” she said. I felt her climb into my lap, reaching behind my back to my hands. I had to laugh a little as she straddled me, and she giggled back. “What, a girl can’t have a little fun?”

      Her nimble fingers quickly undid the ties around my wrists, and as soon as they were freed, I wrapped my arms around her and gave her a kiss back. “Alright, go get the other girls untied,” I said. “I’ll talk to Marjorie.” I gave her ass a little squeeze, and then I moved to the side of the car, the side facing away from the security center.

      I made sure not to look down as I started climbing out of it, hoping that I would be difficult to spot, being so high up and on top of the cars.

      My car started to swing back and forth, just a little bit as I climbed out of it, and the shaking scared the hell out of me. Gripping the metal bars as hard as I possibly could, I slowly drew myself up and out of the car, climbing onto its top.

      Wind beat hard against my back as I reached out for the crossbars connecting the two sides of the Ferris Wheel. Pulling myself up, I used them like a jungle gym, climbing along the precarious edge of the structure, slowly making my way past the cars. Any misstep, any slip of my hands, would spell certain death, sending me plummeting down to the ground far below.

      Coming up from behind, I finally reached the top, cautiously reaching out to grab onto Marjorie’s car.

      It shook, and she let out a little yelp, but I popped my head in from the side and smiled at her. “Hey!” I said. “It’s okay!”

      “Ruben!” she hissed back, shocked but trying to stay quiet. “What the hell are you doing up here? How did you get free?”

      “Keely’s around,” I said, nonchalantly, and I climbed into her car. “How are you feeling?”

      “Not great!” she replied. “They’re going to kill you. They’re probably going to kill me, and if they don’t kill the others, it’ll only be so they can do worse to them later on.”

      She turned to look at me. She’d always been so strong, the most cavalier and headstrong of the group, but now there was a tear forming in her eye. “Ruben, how…how did we fail?”

      I shook my head. “We didn’t fail. We’re still going to win this,” I said. “Every one of us has critical moments that will help get us there, and right now is one of yours. I need you to reach inside yourself, find that dragon, and bring her out.”

      “Ruben, I don’t know if I can,” she said. “It’s so deep now, buried under everything…buried under everything I couldn’t do.”

      “Marjorie, there’s nothing you can’t do.” I put my hands on her cheeks, turning her to look into my eyes. “I know that. There’s something powerful inside you, something made of stone and fire and enormous wings, and you’re the only one in control of it. They hurt you, but that’s what’s so great about all of us–we help each other heal. We make each other strong again. You’ve relied on me. We’ve all relied on Julia, on Keely, on Elizabeth, and now…now we’re relying on you. I know you can do this.” I stroked her cheek with my thumb. “Come on. You’re the most badass woman I know.”

      She looked at me, blinking her tears away, and then a little smile tugged at the corner of her lips. “Okay,” she said. “I am pretty badass.”

      Marjorie closed her eyes, and I scooted away; if what I thought was coming did, I didn’t want to be right next to her. I saw her squeezing her eyes closed, holding her breath, flexing her muscles to the point of shaking.

      But still, after twenty seconds, thirty seconds, a minute, nothing was happening. “Marjorie,” I said softly, reaching out my hand to touch her arm, “it’s okay, I don’t think-”

      My words were cut off as she burst into a flash of fire and light, tearing the top off of the Ferris Wheel car and sending shreds of metal flying down to the ground.

      In an instant, she unfurled her massive stone wings, and she breathed a pillar of white hot flame into the air. Twisting back to look at me, her draconic face was terrifying to behold, even though I knew she was a sweet and loving woman on the inside.

      “Get on my back!” she said, her voice a low rumble of a stony echo. I didn’t need to be told twice! I hopped out of the ripped-open car and onto her back, grabbing onto a spike that protruded from her neck and holding on. She laughed, a deep, gravely sound. “I guess now I have been ridden.”

      She didn’t take to the air just yet, instead climbing down the far side of the Ferris Wheel like a spider, her gigantic onyx-black eye searching for the other girls in their cars.

      She quickly found Elizabeth and Julia, who looked at her with a healthy mix of awe, trepidation, and excitement. I reached out to both of them in turn, pulling them onto Marjorie’s back.

      We all gripped Marjorie’s warm stone body with our knees, and the girls held on to each other and me.

      With a howl of wind, Marjorie took to the sky, and then twisted in the air and plummeted down, spewing a lance of flame down at the animatronics who were first staring up at her in shock, and then running for their lives.

      The bear melted to the ground in its footsteps, and the Cherub tried to leap off the side, but was incinerated in the air. My hammer, which had been held in its hand, spun end over end before being embedded in the ground.

      Turning around in midair for another pass, Marjorie let out a roar that almost sounded like laughter, and she focused the blast of her fiery breath, cutting through two Mr. Wonder animatronics with her beam of flame like a torch. A third tried to slash at her with its sword, but the blade bounced off the hard stone of her snout, and she bit down on his upper half, shaking her head back and forth until its torso was torn in half.

      As she lowered herself the to the ground, the few remaining animatronics ran in terror, disappearing into the trees. Amid the burning piles of metal and melting plastic, Marjorie started to turn back into her human form, her stone skin running and softening until it had completely changed into her smooth curves, and the only scales that remained were on her forearms, and a couple of beauty spots on her smiling face.

      “Oh my god, Marjorie!” Elizabeth screamed, elated.

      “You did it!” Julia threw her arms around Marjorie’s neck, hugging her close. “You healed! I’m so proud of you!”

      “Thank you,” Marjorie replied, pulling them in for an embrace. “It was thanks to you, Julia, you helped heal me,” she said, looking over at me. “You and Ruben. He helped me find it inside myself.”

      I heard a crack behind me, and looked to see Keely standing there with a big smile, putting her hand on my back.

      “Good job, Ruben,” she said softly, her hand sliding down to give my ass a playful squeeze. I jumped a little, but shot her a playful grin.

      “Right back atcha.” I slipped my arm around her waist and turned to the rest of the group. “Alright, we need to go now. We’re heading into that security center,” I said, pointing over at it. “That’s got to be the way down into Isaac’s hideout. He thinks he’s got us in the palm of his hand, so we’ve got to get down there and show him what’s up. This is it. Are we all ready?”

      Each one of them nodded at me, and I smiled.

      “Let’s finish this.”

      With the four girls behind me, I marched toward the security center, grabbing my hammer out of the ground on the way. The door was locked, so I busted it open with two good hammer blows, and inside we found a small desk, some long-defunct surveillance equipment, and an elevator that was somehow still operating.

      With the push of a button, I activated the elevator. The doors let off a little ding sound as they opened. We all stepped inside, and within a moment or two, we were descending down into the underground stronghold of Isaac, the real live Mr. Wonder.
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      A bomb shelter.

      It was obvious from the length of the elevator ride, the depth of our descent. I had heard that there were at least one or two of these under the park. Sort of a relic of the old Cold War mentality, people terrified that the big one was going to drop at any point.

      It made sense to put one or two here on Wonder Island, since, if it ever did go down, there would probably be a bunch of people stranded here.

      But it certainly wasn’t designed for something like this.

      The elevator brought us down a short way into the earth, and then slowed to a stop.

      The doors opened up, revealing a tunnel much like the ones we had seen below Castle Wonder and the Tunnel of Love. It was made of iron grates and semicircular supports, with orange emergency running lights along the floors. This one, though, was not some winding, complex network of tunnels. It led in one direction. We knew what was at the end of it, and we had no choice but to follow.

      I took the lead this time, holding up the hammer to defend against any surprises. The tunnel turned around a corner, and I stopped short of the intersection, looking down the corridor. At the end was a doorway flanked on either side by two Mr. Wonder guards.

      “Keely?” I whispered.

      “On it,” she said, and she turned invisible with a soft crack. The sound of her footsteps padded down the hall, and a moment later, as if by some kind of ghost, one of the guards’ sword was yanked out of its hands. The sword swung around and hacked into the other guard’s neck, while the first guard looked on in what I assumed, despite his frozen plastic face, was abject horror and confusion.

      It turned to slam its hand against a button on the wall, a button that looked like an alarm, but in the commotion, it missed the stealthy form of Elizabeth emerging from the shadows. She whipped her nunchuck around one of the guard’s arms, yanking it away, and giving Keely the chance to run the sword through the second guard.

      “Impressive, I suppose,” said Isaac’s voice, electronically carried through speakers set into the wall. “Who could have guessed that you would find so many ways to ruin my work? Who could have imagined you would want to?” He let out a deep, long sigh. “I won’t hide from you any longer. Truly. Open the door, go forward until you reach a staircase, and come down to meet me. Let’s…talk.”

      With a click, the sound cut out.

      “It’s not safe,” Julia said.

      “Well, sure,” Keely shrugged. “None of this is. But I think that’s a pretty bad reason not to do it.”

      “Besides,” Marjorie said, “we’ve already taken out most of his troops. Ruben killed Cupid. We know he hasn’t got much left.” She smirked. “Certainly not enough to hold in a dragon.”

      Julia smiled. “I guess that’s true.”

      “That’s right,” I said, meeting her smile with my own. “Let’s get in there and have a little chat with old Mr. Wonder himself.”

      “Okay, but…” Julia spoke up, putting her hand on my chest. “Ruben. Listen. You, um…you have a good heart. It’s one of the things I love about you.”

      The other girls nodded.

      “When we go in there,” Julia continued, “please. Promise me. Don’t use it. Don’t let your good heart keep you from doing what you have to.”

      A sad smile broke across my face. I was glad that she thought so highly of me, and wrenched up to my core that a woman as pure as her would ever have reason to say something like that. That she, or any of the others, was ever put in this position. I touched her cheek and nodded. “I promise,” I told her. “I’ll do what I have to do.”

      Satisfied, Julia and the other girls followed me into the stronghold.

      I didn’t trust him any more than the others did, but as we stepped through the door into his stronghold, he seemed to have been telling the truth.

      In here, there was a larger reception area, and a few doors and hallways leading in various directions. Through one door, I saw linens and supplies organized. Through another, a row of generators humming along.

      The most surprising thing we found was that no surprises waited for us, no hidden animatronics leapt out to ambush us. Our shoes tapped across the iron floor, leading us to a staircase that descended down into the complex.

      When we finally opened up into a room, it was like nothing I had expected. A bizarre combination of a retro-sci fi command center, with enormous green-tinted screens showing footage of various places within the park and the complex, beside wood and leather furniture and paintings of the park up on the wall.

      When I glanced at them, I could see that they depicted the park in the old days, as I knew it, with scores of people filling the streets and throwing their hands in the air as they screamed down the rides.

      The screens, though, were much different.

      They depicted the park as it was now, desolate, empty, crumbling. On one, I saw a pack of scavengers tearing down the face of a ride, probably looking for pieces of wood or sheet metal to use as shelter. On another screen, I saw a room here, inside the stronghold. Lined with beds, it held a crowd of young women, locked inside, just how Julia, Keely, Marjorie, and Elizabeth once had been. They couldn’t see us, but we were going to free them.

      At the far side of the room, holding a glass of bourbon in one hand and a cane in the other, stood Isaac. Mr. Wonder. His white suit was pressed and perfect, though his shoes were scuffed with dirt. In either corner of the room stood two more Mr. Wonder animatronic guards–the last of them, I hoped–and beside him was a girl, apparently some kind of attendant. She was dressed simply, wearing a white linen top and matching skirt, contrasting starkly with her dark hair. It was when I noticed that her hair was rather thinning that I realized I had seen her before.

      Nixie.

      The marauder girl that had been running with Pig-Nose.

      He told me that she had run off, but I never would have thought she had come to join Isaac, much less that he would let her.

      Strangely, it seemed that being away from the scavenger ghouls had rid her of some of their influence; her skin had a bit more color, her hair was actually thicker than it had been when we’d fought her. What dark deal she had made with Isaac to restore her humanity, I didn’t want to imagine. She stood beside him, but cowered back a ways, rarely taking her eyes off the floor.

      “Endless destruction,” Isaac said, his old gristly voice practically chewing the words. “Endless chaos.”

      He turned around to face us, and now that I saw him up close, I could see that the years had taken their toll on him, although not as much as they should have. His dark hair was indeed streaked with gray, but it was also falling out in patches. His eyes were miscolored, one a sort of teal green, the other milky white.

      “That is what you have brought me, interloper,” he said, taking a step toward me. “You have taken what might have been a minor setback, the loss of these girls,” he pointed at each of them with his hand, “and you’ve turned it into an existential crisis.”

      Looking at each of the girls, he appealed to them. “Dear Julia, what pain did I ever cause you by keeping you safe? Little Elizabeth, when you fled, I let you feel secure in your castle, like a little girl. Marjorie, dear, strong Marjorie, I gave you a place of importance. If you just come back, come home, you can be powerful again.”

      “Shut up,” Marjorie spat. “I was only ever a tool to you. All of us were. You only gave us what you wanted us to have, and only if we were useful to you.”

      “She’s right,” Keely spoke up. “The moment I stood up for myself, you put me away.”

      “We’ve found something better than you,” Julia said, standing tall, her chestnut hair flowing behind her. “Together, and with Ruben, we don’t need your so-called protection.”

      Turning back, Isaac put his hand to his head, rubbing his temple. “Then it’s as I feared. They can’t be rehabilitated now, no. They can’t be re-integrated into society. I can’t even afford to let them run around amid the slithering dregs of this place, those turkey vultures who scramble around for what they can find. No, no, no. With one of these girls in their ranks, they might actually pose a threat.”

      He walked back and forth as he talked, as if we were all sitting in the parlor room of his home, listening to him musing about whatever topic took his fancy. “I could, of course repurpose them, changing their bodies to resemble the animatronics that have been so useful, but even then, this one,” he said, looking at Elizabeth, “has proven that even their loyalty is suspect.”

      Elizabeth shuffled a little in her feet, clearly nervous. He grinned.

      “What is this place?” I asked. “I mean, I know better than anyone else what it was, what it could be, but what did you do here? What happened? Why did you do this?”

      He nodded, taking a sip from his bourbon that let little droplets dribble down his goatee. “Yes, I wondered if it was something like that. I wondered if you were from the times before the star fell. You seemed to know the park so well, despite me never seeing you before. And besides, who else would fight for the park as fiercely as I have?”

      Isaac stepped over to a chair near the wall, leaning on his cane with the smooth magenta orb set into the handle, and he sat down. “Oh, it must have been twenty, maybe thirty years ago now. It was the most remarkable thing. Stars falling from the sky.” He leaned back, looking like he was recounting a treasured story from his youth. “Some people thought it was the bomb. Some thought it was God, the end of the world. And, well…I suppose, for them, it was.”

      He sipped his drink again. “But me, I saw power. They weren’t bombs. They weren’t an act of God’s vengeance–no god I ever heard about in Sunday School, anyway. They were stars, coming down to us from the infinite black sky, and one of them chose the sea just off the island’s coast as its resting place.”

      A dim light along the wall reflected in Isaac’s eyes, as if he was looking into the fires of that asteroid’s impact. I knew I should stop him, I should just kill him, but…I wanted to know, and as far as I knew, he was the only person alive who could tell me.

      “The fires. Oh, the fires, and the waves. They washed over us, blasting us like the anger of a thousand mighty demons, but this place stood tall. We’d built it to withstand hurricanes, see, and this was the strongest of them all. And when it was over…out there, just off the coast, was the most beautiful, transcendent piece of violet glass you could ever imagine.”

      Looking down into the gem atop his cane, he trailed his fingers over it. “It spoke to me. Called to me. Taught me what it was, and how to use it. It taught me to bring life back to this place, to keep the horrors of the world out, for the world did not see it as I did. The world tore itself to pieces over the stars that fell. But I learned.”

      With a deep sigh, he stood. “And now you come here. Somehow alive, after all these years. Maybe it was the star itself that kept you alive, or one of the protective shards I placed around the park. I have no idea. But it doesn’t matter.” He raised up the cane, and the orb at the end started to glow.

      “Mr. Isaac, sir,” Nixie said in a soft voice, and he whipped around, slapping her in the face with the back of his hand.

      “Can you not see that I’m busy, girl?” he growled. “Get your useless little backside out of here before I cut you down with the rest of them!” She made a dozen apologies as she scampered away, catching my eye with a shameful look of recognition before she disappeared. “Now,” he said, turning back to me. “Where were we?”

      I raised my hammer, feeling the shard’s electric power running up and down the hilt. “I think one of us was about to kill the other.”

      Isaac smiled, his teal eye gleaming. “Perfect.”
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      He didn’t waste a moment.

      The orb on the end of his cane flashed, and a bolt of energy lanced out of it right toward me. I jerked my arms down to put the hammer in the path of the bolt, and it caught part of the blow, but I still felt the energy crash into my chest, hitting me with a heavy concussive blast. I was thrown back against one of the screens, smashing through the thick glass and falling to my knees.

      The guards fell upon us, swinging their swords.

      Keely vanished, and Julia and Elizabeth drew their weapons, machete and nunchucks fighting back against swords.

      It was a dangerous dance, certainly not something either one of them could keep up for long, even with the unseen fists and kicks of Keely helping to keep their attackers off balance.

      “You bastard!” Marjorie shouted, and she leapt into the air, flames billowing around her as she started to transform. With an unnatural, whip-like agility, though, Isaac lifted his cane, and a magenta beam of energy fired out of it, wrapping around her. Her wings expanded, but then shrunk back into her body. Her scales fought to stretch further across her body, and her eyes, far from cold obsidian, flashed like hot magma.

      She struggled to move forward, closer to Isaac, screaming at him the entire time.

      Finally, she managed to channel the sum total of her transformative ability into her throat and mouth.

      A stony draconic snout sprung out of her face, and long horns grew from her forehead. She opened wide, sending a scorching blast of fire at him. Isaac yelped and fell backward, rolling across the floor before climbing to his feet. His suit was charred and torn, his patchy hair singed and his skin red, but his face was still grim, determined, and full of fury.

      “How dare you!” he shrieked. “How dare you use the power that I gave you against me! I am your guardian, your creator, your god! I made you what you are with the power of the star, and now you defy me?”

      Marjorie knelt on the ground, struggling to transform, but the power of the orb seemed to still be gripping her.

      As he railed through his rant against Marjorie, I climbed to my feet and charged, turning a spin into an underswing and bringing my hammer up toward Isaac.

      The first blow caught him in the stomach, lifting him into the air, and the second crashed into his back, throwing him hard into the floor.

      His cane glowed, and he used its energy to leap to his feet, where he saw my third attack swinging toward him.

      He pulled in with his cane, and the two weapons collided, sending a shockwave of magenta energy through both of us. He was knocked back against the wall, and I rolled across the floor.

      The fight wasn’t going well elsewhere.

      Marjorie struggled on her knees to get ahold of her transformation. Elizabeth leapt, ducked, and rolled around one of the Mr. Wonders, barely keeping away from its swinging blade, and Julia took a kick from the other, bringing her to the ground hard. The animatronic brute stepped up to her, lifting his sword, and-

      With a deep, animalistic scream, Marjorie forced herself to her knees.

      She had managed to keep the transformation around her throat and mouth, opening up her dragon-like snout and spewing a gust of hot flame over Julia’s assailant. It filled the room with light and a blast of heat, and it sent the animatronic stumbling backward.

      Still willing his old bones to stand, Isaac watched this with consternation, and I found my chance to attack. Leaping over toward him, I smashed him with my hammer, striking a blow that would have shattered the bones of a normal man. Isaac, though, fed on the power of the orb in his cane. He flew through the air, smashing into a shelf and shattering knickknacks and keepsakes from a bygone era.

      Still, he stood up, amidst the whirling melee around us, the storm of fire and blades and fists. The orange glow of the fire made him look absolutely demonic, glinting in his eyes like the fires of Hell.

      His grimace was one of fury and loathing, bubbling with anger and the desire for death. “It’s over, interloper!” he roared, raising the cane as its orb glowed a bright violet-white. “This is the end! You have no power in these walls!”

      With an ear-splitting crack like thunder, a bolt of lighting shredded the air between me and Isaac. The blast hit me like nothing I’d ever felt, like fire sinking under my skin, like a hundred needles ripping my clothing, tearing at my flesh. The power of the orb sank deep into my chest, like it was digging, digging to get to my heart. My eyes were squinted from the pain, but I could just barely see Isaac’s face, twisted with hatred, determined to kill me.

      I could almost swear, in that moment, that I saw death.

      Just as I felt the magenta lightning reach the bones of my ribs, Isaac yelped as an invisible foot caught him in the back of the head, sending him sprawling across the floor.

      I collapsed, my chest torn and burnt and bleeding, and my hammer fell from my hand.

      “Ruben!” Julia cried out from the shadow of a Mr. Wonder guard, and she looked at Marjorie, who was struggling to control her dragon fire.

      “Go! Help him!” she told Julia. “I can hold it here!”

      Julia didn’t need a second telling. She dodged a sword swing from the charred animatronic and sprinted to me, falling down at my side.

      “Oh, no, Ruben, it’s, it’s okay,” she told me, looking down at the grisly wound. “You’re gonna be fine.”

      “Is it that bad?” I asked, looking up at her, trying to grin through the pain.

      She laughed, trying to hold back tears.

      “It’s fine. It’ll be fine.” Reaching out, she put her hands on me, one at my shoulder, one at my hip. Moving her hands over the edge of my ruined flesh, I felt her starting to heal me.

      It reminded me of that first night together.

      I’d been slashed by Pig-Nose, also across the chest, and she’d brought me into her sanctuary in the abandoned wildebeest enclosure.

      She’d performed some rudimentary first aid, and even then, I felt her power working in small ways.

      Now, though, she was different. She had grown tremendously. She had healed herself, she had healed others–she had even healed the spiritual beast within Marjorie.

      Now, power coursed through her, flowing through her hands and into me.

      I felt my body regenerating, my flesh knitting back together. As weapons flew in the room, as swords swung and nunchucks shattered and flames burned, I felt my body growing in strength. I felt her love for me bolstering me, strengthening my muscles, fortifying my bones, and my hand closed once more around the grip of my hammer.

      Looking up into her eyes, I knew that she felt the same thing I was feeling. I reached up with my hand and drew her down for a kiss, a pinpoint of beauty in a storm of chaos. When the kiss broke, I looked up into her eyes.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “You’re welcome,” she replied with a smile. “Now go kill that bastard.”

      “Can do,” I told her. “Go help Marjorie.”

      “Can do.” She got up and dashed back over to Marjorie, putting her hands on Marjorie’s back, willing her power into her friend to help with the transformation.

      I stood once again. My hammer in my hand, my shirt torn to shreds and falling off of my body, but my skin, my muscle and bone, they were as strong as they’d ever been. An arc of magenta energy danced up and down the handle of the hammer, swirling around the head like a thundercloud. As I looked at him, Isaac saw me.

      “It doesn’t matter!” he shouted, but I could tell he was shaken. “You won’t win! You don’t have the power of the star! The star is mine! The power of the star is in me!”

      Without a word, I charged him.

      I charged past Marjorie just as Julia’s power surged through her, and she burst into a flash of flame and light, revealing a new body the shape and size of her human body, but made of stone and scales and fire.

      She spread her wings and breathed a stream of fire down onto the animatronic guard, melting its body away, its mechanisms and metal bones fusing to the floor.

      I charged past Elizabeth, who was practically dancing through the air as she wailed blow after blow after blow down onto the other guard, cracking the protective covering over its face, its chest, its arms, while an invisible Keely–who I could not see, but whose presence I could feel through my connection to her–held the guard at bay.

      Elizabeth’s nunchuck wrapped around the guard’s sword, locking it in place, and she yanked the blade downward, embedding it in the floor.

      The guard tried to pull it out, but as it did so, nunchuck baton after nunchuck baton crashed upon, into, and through its head, shredding it and leaving it motionless on the floor.

      Through all of this, I charged.

      My legs and chest burned with the exertion, my eyes laser-focused on my target.

      I could see the fear in Isaac’s eyes, smell it under the bourbon on his breath, and as I reached him, I twisted my body, leaning into the most important swing my hammer had ever made.

      He raised up his cane, holding it with both hands, using the shaft of it to block me from striking him. It might have worked. It might have bought him some time.

      But I wasn’t aiming for him.

      With an explosion of magenta wind, fire, lightning, my high-striker hammer crashed through the orb on his cane, shattering it into an uncountable number of pieces, shards smaller than sand.

      The shockwave ripped through the room, knocking the girls and the lifeless animatronic bodies back hard against the walls. The screens in the room all exploded in showers of sparks, and the paintings were cracked and torn, all the trinkets and curios he’d decorated this place with scattered and destroyed.

      Isaac’s cane cracked and burst into flame, burning the flesh from his palms. He fell to the ground, scrambling away, but I still stood there, strong and undefeated.

      Looking down at him, I almost felt sorry for the pathetic, broken man.

      He was weak and scared without his power, without the power he had used to tyrannize and control and corrupt for so many years.

      He had corrupted this place from a haven of joy and freedom into a grim, derelict shadow of its former self. He had controlled the inhabitants of the park, both living and mechanical alike, bending them to do his will. And he had tyrannized the girls under his control, forcing them to live here, trapped forever until his impossibly convoluted designs could be accomplished.

      Maybe a better man would have let him live. But I was not that better man. This park could not become the place it once was while he was still around.

      Isaac tried to crawl away from me, ranting like a madman.

      “This is my island!” he shouted, using his elbows to drag himself across the floor because of his burnt hands. “I built it! I created it! The star is mine! Everything here belongs to me!”

      Walking up to him as he tried to crawl away, I stepped on his back. Instantly, when he felt my weight pressing down on him, his demeanor changed. He stopped crawling, and he cried out, “Wait! Please!”

      There was a part of me that wanted to let him live. That didn’t want to kill a man on the ground. But as that thought entered my mind, Julia’s voice pushed it right back out.

      You have a good heart, she’d told me. Don’t use it.

      I remembered my promise, and I knew there was only one thing I could do.

      “Sorry, Mr. Wonder,” I said, my voice low and certain. “This isn’t your island anymore.” He twisted his neck to look up at me, his eyes and mouth going wide in a terrified scream as I raised my hammer.
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      Isaac was dead.

      The five of us stood in awe of what had happened. What we had just accomplished. Our hearts pounding, our breathing shallow and ragged, we all looked around at each other, almost in disbelief. It had been such a difficult journey, and a long one, much longer for the girls than for me. We were far from unscathed–each of us bore scars on our bodies and our hearts and souls–but it was done. We had won. Isaac’s reign was over.

      Julia looked at me with a hopeful smile and tears in her eyes. “We…” she tried to say, stepping toward me. “Did we…did we really…?”

      I nodded, walking over to her and pulling her close to me. “Yeah,” I whispered, burying my face in her chestnut hair. “Yeah, we did.” Marjorie, rapidly transforming back into her human form, came in beside me, and Elizabeth next to Julia. I felt Keely’s body behind me once again, her head resting on my shoulder and her arms around my chest.

      “I can’t believe it,” Keely whispered against my shoulder.

      “He’s really gone,” Elizabeth said.

      “It’s over,” Marjorie breathed out, like a deep sigh of crisp, clean air. Like a weight had been lifted from upon us all.

      Julia looked up at me, her eyes bright and shining. “We could not have done this without you,” she said to me. “We couldn’t have even dreamed of this without you. Without you, we’d still be scattered across the island, barely surviving from day to day.” She leaned up on her toes and kissed me, a long, soft kiss that ended in a joyful smile. “You were meant to come here,” she said. “I think…we didn’t know it, but…we’d been waiting for you.”

      “I think I was waiting for you, too,” I replied. “Whatever it was that kept me asleep, whatever it was that kept me alive, it waited to wake me until you all were where you needed to be. If…if I was meant to free this island,” I told them, “you were all meant to be by my side.”

      We held each other in a loving embrace the likes of which none of us had ever known. After basking in the light of our victory, finally Keely spoke up. “Maybe we should go tell everyone here what’s happened.”

      I nodded. “You’re right. Let’s go.”

      We walked out of the room, and Keely led us, intuiting her way through the corridors. She quickly recognized the passageways, and through one hall, around two corners, and up a staircase, she brought us to a doorway marked “Habitation.”

      The coldness of it was not lost on me.

      Opening the door, we found a crowd of girls huddled up against the far wall. They held onto each other, some hiding behind their friends, others standing in front, in between them and us. As I looked in at them, seeing the fear in their eyes, it occurred to me that they had no idea who I was, or what we were doing here. They might just as well have thought that we were coming to kill everyone here, or that we intended to take Isaac’s power and position and rule this place ourselves, just like he did or worse.

      Maybe this place, the dark pit of their oppression, wasn’t the best place to explain.

      “Hey,” I said to the others, “do you think we could gather them together topside, and talk things out there?”

      Keely smiled, thinking the same thing. “Yeah, I think that’s a good idea.”

      I left, heading back to the surface, letting the girls talk to their fellow victims of Isaac’s torment. I rode the elevator back to the surface, and as I stepped out of the security center, onto the ground beside the Ferris Wheel, I saw something that I realized I hadn’t seen in far, far too long.

      Bright as anything I’d ever seen, the sun shone down from above amid a clear blue sky. The clouds had dissipated, that oppressive blanket of gray that had held everyone on this island for so long, it had been stripped away, and this place looked immeasurably more beautiful.

      As I stood there, marveling at the mid-day sun, the elevator came up behind me, and Julia, Keely, Marjorie, and Elizabeth led the other girls out onto the grounds.

      As they stepped out into the light of the day, their eyes opened wide, their jaws dropped, and they looked around at the world around them, reborn in a way they had never seen before.

      Marjorie was the first one to realize what had happened. “Oh, my god!” she shouted, and she leapt into the air, bursting into a cloud of flame and emerging as a full stone dragon. She flew up into the air, high into the sky, flapping her wings and laughing for joy as she sailed through the endless blue.

      “Ruben,” Elizabeth said, her voice full of awe, “this…this is more beautiful than I ever imagined.”

      “It’s just like you told me it was,” Julia said, leaning her head on my shoulder.

      I turned around and looked at all the other girls we had just freed. They were cautious and apprehensive–how could they not be?–but the sight of the shining sun and clear blue above was drawing smiles from most of them.

      “Hi there,” I said to them, waving my hand. “I’m Ruben. We have…kind of a big announcement.”

      “Is it true?” one of the girls asked. “They…they said you killed Isaac.”

      I smiled at her, giving her a silent nod. A wave of delight and relief bubbled up among them, spreading out as they burst into tears and shouts of joy, jumping into the air, hugging one another.

      Some of them fell to their knees with the kind of exhaustion that only comes when the hardship is truly, finally over.

      “This place belongs to all of us,” I said. “From now on, it will be what it was meant to be. A place of happiness and magic, a place where people can go to be free, to be who they want to be. As for all of you,” I gestured to them, “you are free to stay here and help us rebuild it. Or, if you want, you’re free to leave and find your own way somewhere else. No one can tell you what to do anymore.”

      Marjorie swooped down above us, laughing and screaming from the utter joy of finally feeling free, and she flapped her wings, climbing back into the sky for another go.

      “That, up there? That’s what this place will be for all of us.”

      The girls cheered and hugged each other, and several of them came up to meet me, to thank me. I tried to be gracious, and let the other girls share in the gratitude. As they started to disburse, though, and Elizabeth started talking to some about plans for rebuilding the castle, and Julia started helping those who were sick, and Keely marveled with others at the beauty of the park…as all that happened, I noticed one of the girls was hanging back.

      I walked up to her with a smile. “Are you alright, Nixie?” I asked her. “Isaac, he hit you pretty hard. Did the same to me.”

      She almost cowered in front of me. “Yeah, I’m…I’m fine.” She was clearly troubled by something, but too afraid to ask.

      “What’s wrong?” I said.

      She sighed, looking out at all the others. “It’s just…I can’t be here, can I?” she asked. “I mean, after everything I’ve done…after what I’ve become…” She looked down at herself. “I’m not meant to be around you all. I should be out there, with the other scavengers.”

      I gently put a hand on her shoulder, a warm smile across my face. I noted with surprise how much more human she had become, just being around other people. Her skin had lost most of its gray color, and her hair had started to grow back in, thicker and darker than before. She had once looked like a goblin, like a monster from a child’s bedtime story, but being around people again had already begun to make her more human.

      “Nixie,” I said softly, “you do belong here. This place is for you, too. If you want to go and explore the world, you can do that. But if you want to stay here and help rebuild, you are always welcome.”

      She looked up at me, her seawater-colored eyes filled with tears. “You…you really mean that?” she asked. “You…you forgive me?”

      I shrugged and smiled again. “Of course,” I said. “That’s the real power of this island.”
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      “Oh, god, oh, fuck, Ruben,” Marjorie moaned in time with the slapping of my body against her ass as I thrust my cock into her again and again, filling her tight little pussy. “Fuck, keep going, right there, right there, harder, harder, harder!”

      I grinned as I reached down, rubbing circles over her clit while I pounded her as hard and fast as I could. I loved her pussy, with a little patch of shiny dragon scales where a tuft of hair might have been.

      Marjorie was laid out on her back, her black hair spread out on the bed, as I fucked her harder than she’d ever felt before. Elizabeth knelt beside her, showing me that incredible ass, kissing and licking Marjorie’s tit.

      “Yeah, Ruben,” she said, playfully looking at me over her shoulder. “Didn’t you hear her? Fuck her harder!”

      “I heard,” I replied, and I reached over to give her ass a nice swat. She gasped and glanced back at me again, but the way she bit her lip made it obvious she enjoyed the feeling.

      “He sure fucked me hard enough last night,” Keely said, wrapped up in the silken sheet, trailing kisses up and down Marjorie’s neck and cheek. “In fact, I don’t know…if I’ll be able to get out of bed today…” she said between kisses, winking at me. “I might be too sore…”

      “I know what that’s like,” Julia said, holding me from behind. She was peppering my back and shoulder with kisses, her tongue slipping out here and there to taste my skin. One hand reached down under me to cup my balls, while the other wandered over my chest, teasing my nipples.

      If ever a man wrote about heaven, it wasn’t as good as this.

      “Fuck, right there, ye-yeah, just, ohhhh fuck, just like that, just like that,” Marjorie stammered, her voice getting strained, her breaths coming quick and shallow. I threw my hips against her, pumping my cock in and out of her, my thumb going around her clit as fast as I could get it. Her legs reached up and wrapped around my waist, and her moans turned into screams, rising up into the rafters.

      Julia’s tongue slid up my neck until she found my ear. “Come for your girls, Ruben,” she whispered, and when she leaned in to nibble on my earlobe, I lost all control.

      My cock erupted inside Marjorie, sending spasms of indescribably orgasmic pleasure through my body.

      I trembled and shook, and Marjorie screamed in ecstasy, pulling me down on top of her and wrapping her arms around me, moaning into my chest. Our shared orgasm left us both panting, quivering, and wet with our mingled sex.

      “Fucking shit,” Marjorie gasped, “you’ve never fucked me that hard before…”

      “Well, you just wait till next time,” I said with a smile, and I leaned down to give her a kiss before I climbed off of her, moving to the edge of the bed.

      “Aww, I thought I was next,” Elizabeth said, looking up at me with exaggerated puppy-dog eyes and running her fingers down her brilliant red hair.

      “Maybe later, Lizzie,” I said, kissing her forehead. “You know I’ve got a big day ahead of me.”

      “Yes, and we’ve all got plenty of work of our own to do today,” Julia reminded her. “Aren’t you going to be helping to plan out the new wing for the castle today?”

      “Oh yeah!” Elizabeth hopped up out of bed, pulling on her dress–the other girls all wore relatively normal clothes, but something about feeling like a princess had always appealed to Elizabeth, so she kept wearing the blue dress.

      And, hell, the way the torn skirt showed off her ass, I wasn’t about to complain.

      Slipping into my jeans and an old Wonder Island t-shirt we’d found–I felt conflicted about the name, but it would sure be a pain to change it–I stood up and headed down the stairs, Julia and Elizabeth right behind me. We circled down the staircase to the old royal court, passing by the girls who had taken up shelter there.

      “Hi, Ruben,” a few of them called out, “hi Elizabeth, hi Julia!” I could tell from the smirks and muffled laughter I caught that they had heard our love making this morning.

      “Good morning, ladies,” I replied with a knowing smile. “How’s the farm treating you?” They immediately jumped with excitement, talking over each other to tell me about the success they’d been having with the first crops they’d started growing.

      It wasn’t much; it consisted mostly of some carrots, potatoes, cucumbers, and cauliflower. We’d found a few scant seed and vegetable storage around the park, and over the last few months some of the girls had been trying to get them to grow.

      Again, it wasn’t much to look at yet, but it was more than they’d ever seen growing before, and what was important to me was how happy they were.

      Julia and I continued down to the ground floor, and we walked through the remains of the castle.

      We’d cleared out the dinosaur wreckage a while back–that had been a hell of a chore–and now Elizabeth was working with the few black-suited Mr. Wonder animatronics we had left to rebuild the parts of the castle that had been destroyed. It was going to take a long, long time, but her eyes lit up when she talked about her plans for this place.

      A home for all of us. A place for us all to feel safe and happy, to grow closer.

      Stepping outside, Julia took my hand and gave it a squeeze. “Do you have to go out there today?” she asked, leaning against me.

      “What do you mean?” I asked. “Of course I do.”

      “Oh, you know I don’t like when you go to try and talk to them.”

      “I know that,” I said, turning and kissing her. “But it’s not as if I’m headed out there alone.”

      As Julia and I walked toward the gate, I raised a hand and waved at Nixie, waiting for me.

      She still bore some hints of who she used to be; her skin was tinged with gray, her dark hair hadn’t quite grown in everywhere, giving the impression that she shaved the sides of her head. Her eyes had regained their color, though, and her elongated fingers had returned to their natural, gentle shape. Most of all, she had really taken to using her skills as a tracker and hunter to help find food and supplies for the group.

      Even I had learned a lot from her.

      “Besides,” I continued. “We know what being around humans does; Nixie is proof enough of that. If we can start building bridges with them…” I gently put my hand on the subtle swell of Julia’s belly. “It’ll only make this place safer and happier, for us, and for anyone else who comes along.”

      She blushed, like she was about to protest, but she just laughed. “Alright,” she said. “Alright. You’ve convinced me. Just promise to be careful, okay?”

      “Always,” I said, kissing her again. “We’ll be home before dark.”

      “You’d better be.” She smiled at me and then leaned to call over to Nixie. “You take care of him, alright?”

      “Yes, ma’am!” Nixie yelled back with a grin.

      I squeezed Julia’s hand before letting it go, and I made my way over to my hunting companion, who leaned back against the gate. She looked down at my empty hand, and then up at me, her eyebrow raised quizzically.

      “Not bringing the hammer today, huh?”

      “Nah,” I said, holding up a hand. “We’re on a mission of peace. No need to bring anything but words. Right?”

      Nixie laughed and shrugged. “If you say so.”

      We stepped out through the gate of Wonder Kingdom, out into the rest of the park. Making our way southward, toward Coaster Alley and the carnival games regions, where we believed scavengers still hid amongst the ruins.

      Walking under the shining golden sun and the clear blue sky, I felt encouraged, like we might just reach them yet.

      I glanced up at the few clouds overhead, and I smiled as I saw the shape of a great stone dragon flying between them, making her way out over the sea to find what was beyond the horizon.

      And we all, in our own way, did the same.
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        Jonas Ryder gave everything up for a chance to come home. Now, he must give the monster girls that inhabit his home the freedom they crave. 
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