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 In Roam 
 Author’s Foreword 

In Roam is actually one of my older works. When I first wrote it, I thought it
was my best thing to date, and perhaps it was. What made it interesting for
me, as a writing experience, was that it was a collaborative effort. I wrote,
and then my collaborator went through and made sure I kept to character,
since the main character is not of my creation. For my first work of that sort, I
think it went fairly well. We saw eye to eye about most things, though I
worried about the lack of character development and the fact that the
character wasn’t exactly lovable. His gruff nature wasn’t one that lent to
people caring about what happened to him, because of his personality just
isn’t very nice. Readers complained about just that: how the main character
was someone you felt no attachment to, and how the ending was
unsatisfying because there wasn’t any character growth.
Perhaps I should explain more of the nature of the story’s origins first. The
main character, one Hudson Stiles, is the creation of a friend of mine named
Levi Justice, who was also my collaborator on this project. Hudson Stiles was
a character in a setting developed by me for the purposes of role-playing.
That game ended early, mostly because of conflicting schedules, and so we
never got to explore where all the setting and the characters could have
gone. So, I put it all into a book instead. After all, so much work had gone
into development of the setting that it was a waste to not do something more
with it.
What I’m doing now is re-envisioning the setting and trying to fix some
problems that were in the original storyline. I’m expanding, altering, and
generally trying to improve the overall work to make it more exciting, more
interesting, and to portray the main character in a more understanding
though not necessarily more favorable light. I’ve worked harder to make him
more understandable and perhaps show his personality as a defense
mechanism after all the trouble he’s had instead of just showing him to be a
jerk. Hopefully, you, the reader, will feel some empathy for him, even if they
don’t particularly like him. If I’ve done that, then I will have done the character
justice (pun intended).
I must also note that I have to do this mostly alone this time, as my
collaborator’s schedule does not allow his interaction on as serious a scale
for this reworking as he was available for the original work. The first time
around, he was there daily, ready to read each new subchapter and chapter
to rework and reword it how it should fit Stiles, and I must really commend his
efforts for that. This time he has still given input, but just less frequently and
on a lesser scope. I have tried to keep true to my setting and to his character
in this new effort, which Levi is still striving to contribute to.
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Most readers probably haven’t read the older version, and that’s fine. You
do not need to. This version should cover all that was in the old and more. I
want to explore my setting and the characters within, so that I can finally put
the setting to rest, as it should have been from the beginning…
-The Author

7

 In Roam 
 Collaborator’s Foreword 

CAUTION: This Foreword contains added depth and information about
Stiles, so you may want to read this after completion of reading the novel.
First, let me say thank you to Vel. He could have come up with another
main character of his own design, but he chose to use Stiles. He allowed me
to take a small part in the creation of this novel. And I’d also like to thank him
for writing Stiles as well as he did, which cut down on my having to request
changes, small or otherwise.
Stiles is a character of my own making. Should you have issues with
basically anything having to do with Stiles, blame me, since he's my
character. I wanted a no non-sense ass kicking mercenary, so here he is.
He's crude, rude, foul-mouthed, impulsive, untrusting and just plain tough to
work with, let alone get along with. However, he's also physically powerful,
he’s skilled with weapons and vehicles, he's got an unbreakable spirit and
sense of determination, and he just won't give up. I'd like to think that his
strengths help to offset his lesser points, at least somewhat. Although, I
suppose you'll have to be the judge of that.
Hudson Stiles – let me explain briefly the origins of the name, as many
names I use for characters have some kind of story behind them. The
‘Hudson’ is from Jon Hudson, the last guitarist from the band Faith No More
before they called it quits. ‘Stiles’ is from Jack Stiles, the main character of
the short-lived 'Jack of All Trades' TV show that Bruce Campbell starred in.
Mash the names up, and you have one Hudson Stiles.
Lastly, I hope you get something positive from this book, its story, and its
characters, as I think that was the intended goal.
- Levi Justice
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 Captive Audience I 

“I don’t know who else is gonna hear this, and I don’t really give a rat’s ass.
I just need to tell it. Maybe they’ll call it mad ranting, and maybe they’ll say
it’s the best thing ever committed to tape, or whatever this thing is.” I
regarded, probably for the thousandth time, the piece of alien machinery
wrapped around my wrist, which I’d affectionately named Magdalena after a
song I like. “It’s probably not a tape at all. It’s some space CD or super laser
recording garbage.”
“Of course, whoever might hear this could be a bunch of whackos and
jerkoffs anyhow, so I won’t waste two shits worrying about what they like or
what their opinions of my mental state are.” I couldn’t help but laugh at this
thought, as did my audience of one, but her laugh was a nervous one instead
of amused.
Her eyes shifted nervously toward the rusty door that was perhaps the lone
feature worth noticing in the metal box we sat in. Looking was all she was
going to do though, since she was tied down to her chair. That was a bit of
my handiwork. Some people just like to dream about futile exercises though.
“So it’s not going to be the best thing ever,” I decided, “but it’s the truest
version of my story you’ll ever hear.”
Swallowing and taking a deep breath, she tried hard to look defiant. “You’re
delusional though. How could I trust your words? Look what you’re doing
here!”
She had me there. Any negative response to her accusation would have
been a bit hollow. What kind of sane man ties up a woman he’s supposed to
love, and then makes her listen to his story? Why not just tell her? Why go to
all the trouble of strapping her to a chair in a humid old box trailer in the
middle of nowhere?
Those are good questions, I’m sure, but I don’t have the answers right on
hand. Some of them I’m still working on myself, especially that one about
being sane. I always play things by ear, letting my instincts run where they
might when my mind doesn’t seem to be able to come up with a better plan.
Does everyone work this way?
As far as that delusional bit went, I didn’t even trust my own eyes and ears
these days, so why should she trust what I’d relate to her about the things I’d
seen, heard, and done? The only parts she might agree with were the ones
she had been part of, but that was a small part of the whole mess, assuredly.
A twinge of pain through my arm made me grimace right at that very
moment of speculation. I lifted my arm to look at it. It was a harsh reminder
that even if my memory was shoddy, my body was testament to what I’d
seen and done. There was a wicked scar that ran the perimeter of my
forearms, evidence of having been bitten off. Yet the new arm that had
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replaced it looked nearly identical to my other one. Still, I knew that shifting
beneath the replacement skin was a collection of polymers and alloys and a
complex conglomeration of shit a guy like me didn’t know a whole lot about.
Well, I imagined it to be like that, even though I’d been told otherwise before.
Even still, I doubt you can walk into Sears and grab a replacement arm these
days, so that was proof that I’d seen and done some weird shit if nothing
else. The faithful approximation of a lower arm was as much a part of me as
the clothes on my back, and similarly, it was more utilitarian than pretty.
I looked back at my captive, suddenly aware of the deafening silence that
had surrounded us since I’d stopped talking. She was uncomfortable. I could
tell by the thrumming of her pulse in the veins and arteries of her delicate
neck, the shifting of her eyes, the furrow of her brow, and the way her knees
knocked together nervously. She licked her lips and glanced toward the door
once more. Trying not to be noticed, she flexed her arms to test the cords I’d
tied her with. I know knots though, so she didn’t have a prayer of getting
loose without shortening her arms from the wrist down if you get my
meaning.
A smile must have graced my face, and apparently not a pleasant one from
the look of fear that was her response. My eyes followed a bead of fear
sweat as it rolled down the curve of her neck and slid into the hollow her
ample cleavage created. That single droplet, one of a hundred miniscule
beads of sweat forming on her skin as a result of the combination of fear and
the humidity of our environment, triggered a hundred memories. Some of
them had her face – or other pleasant parts of her anatomy – in them. Others
didn’t. The wave of déjà vu rolled over me, bringing with it more questions
that I didn’t really have good answers for.
How long had I known her? Had I loved her? Had I ever really loved
anyone? Why were we even here? Would my revenge be soon?
These questions pelted me like stones on a sinner in some Bible story I
faintly recalled from childhood. Childhood was a good place to start, as good
as any. I remembered Peter. Yes, Peter was where it all started. Slowly, my
thoughts found words…
“My life didn’t have an auspicious start.
I think that’s how most stories like mine start, because if your home life and
childhood were happy, you would never have the urge to look beyond. You
never get that wandering, roaming urge of the discontented. You need some
sort of inner pain or need to thrust you out into the world. Except, you don’t
go and find your own private paradise and live in it. Instead you find a twisted
fairy tale and the cruelness of fate as it resoundingly slaps you like an open
palm on a fat thigh for wanting a bit more than the measly hand life had dealt
you.
th
I was born in California on November 17 , 1975. My older brother Peter,
who I always looked up to, was fifteen years older than me. I’m fairly
convinced I was an accident – an unplanned pregnancy – because of the
gap between our ages. That gap was immaterial though, and it didn’t change
how much my brother meant to me or I to him. If anything it made us that
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much closer. My mother had a bit of softness in her heart for me I think, sort
of like I was the extra little blessing bestowed from above. That softness
wouldn’t last, though. Alcoholism would steal that and everything else good
about her a few short years later. My father harbored no such illusions of
affection, though. To him I was just another mouth to feed on an already toolow income. I was the extra shift he had to work every weekend and the
holidays he had to miss for time-and-a-half. All just so he could afford to put
food on the table and to buy the beer he used to anesthetize his weary body
every night.
Peter, though, now he was everything a boy could hope for in a brother.
Perhaps because of that, he was taken from me. I can’t have anything good,
you see, or it’s stolen from me. He died when I was five, and as they have a
tendency to do, things snowballed after that. To anyone who has never lost
someone who was your brother, your idol, and someone who was more of a
parent to you than your actual parents were, I can’t really describe what this
did to me. It was like someone had torn off my legs and then told me to learn
to walk again. I flip-flopped around for a few years like a fish out of water, but
this was no Darwinian stage of my evolution; I don’t think I ever really grew
legs like those fish that old fart said must have. I ended up in therapy to
‘cope’ with the loss of the best thing that would ever be in my life. My parents
resented not only the drain on their finances that this therapy caused, but
also the fact that it was Peter who was dead instead of me.
They always said Peter committed suicide, but that’s bullshit. Let’s get that
clear right now, because I’m probably not going to talk about him again. He
wasn’t weak like that. He loved life. He had a promising future in the music
business, and the care with which he looked after his little brother – me –
would have told anyone that he wasn’t the type to commit suicide. He was a
saint incarnate, and he’s probably a real one now, off in some carefree,
cloudy, bare-assed cherub plaza in the sky.
As it often happens with people in therapy, the medication and counseling
doesn’t do much. It was my own decision to try to piece together something
that resembled a normal life that pulled me out of those hard years, and not
any of that horseshit and useless vocabulary they threw at me in their
condescending ways while they plied me with varying doses of mind-robbing
pills. I didn’t know it then, but I think I always really planned to try to find out
the truth about Peter, and they tried to take such ambitions from me. They
said that holding onto the pain of his loss was the root of my problems, and I
had to let go. Well I didn’t. I clung to my pain and kept it hidden away so that
I could seek the truth when I was older. It was coming to terms with the fact
that the answers about Peter were out there that really helped me start to
move on. I knew I needed to get over my own bullshit so I could look for the
answers, but there were a few stumbling blocks between the truth and me.
The first was adolescence.
My teen years were rebellious: drugs, sex, smoking, and whatnot. When I
wasn’t doing one of those things, I was probably pumping iron or thinking
about doing something a polite young man shouldn’t be doing, but then I
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wasn’t a polite young man. Weights really helped me focus my feelings into a
constructive purpose, so I ended up being rather fit despite a number of bad
habits, and I was big to boot. College certainly wasn’t the road for me. It
hadn’t been for anyone in my family, and I wasn’t going to break that legacy.
I bounced clubs after high school, partially because I love music, and partially
because you get to see a lot of tits. Bouncing was just one of many odd jobs I
worked though, each more seedy than the last. No matter what I do, though,
I never stop listening to music. That’s part of my brother’s lingering influence
I suppose. I’ve got headphones practically glued to my ears.
Home life was still pretty awful – another of my stumbling blocks. My dad
was a prick, my mother drank herself into oblivion on a daily basis, and just
generally our home was a shithole, sort of an antithesis to those happy-golucky lies you see on TV. I went into the military at twenty, partly to escape
my family, and partly to escape my habits before they consumed my soul.
They said I was a natural. I’m not going to claim to be a killing machine or
something extraordinary, but I was good. Guns were to me what words are to
a poet. I can disassemble, clean, reassemble, and use pretty much any
firearm currently used in any major military organization in the world. The
Army Rangers is where I ended up. Four years I gave them… well nearly
four years. I’m still not entirely sure what happened at the end.
The army head doctors said it was a PTSD induced mental breakdown;
Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder brought about by the repression of feelings I
had about my brother’s death. It had all came back in one powerful surge
one night. Supposedly I shot a fellow ranger in the leg, then broke a few
jaws and cracked a couple skulls even after they wrestled the gun away from
me. That whole day is blank to me. I have no recollection of those events.
Needless to say, the army wasn’t going to keep a powder keg like me
around, waiting for me to self-destruct. I was given an ‘other than honorable
discharge’ from the service and then remanded into the care of a psychiatrist.
When I was finally deemed fit to return to society after a year or something
like that of intensive medication and invasive treatments, I went to Chicago.
I had acquaintances there. Their names really aren’t important since this is
my story. I could list them off if I had a reason to. Truthfully, I wouldn’t do that
though, because they require anonymity in their dealings. What we did
wasn’t always legal. In fact, I’d go so far as to say, that more often than not,
the shit we pulled was probably illegal. A man has gotta put a roof over his
head, a couple guns in armpit holsters, and a nice bike between his legs
though. Right?”
I blinked then and noticed I had her attention still. She watched me raptly,
and seemed to honestly wonder where I was going next. I was telling her
things now she’d asked about since they day we met, and despite the
circumstances, she seemed glad to finally know. The recorder strapped to
my wrist showed many hours of time left, so I continued after taking a
pleasant moment to admire the way her perspiration had allowed her shirt to
cling to her front. The darker flesh of her areolas was just barely visible
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through the white cloth. She didn’t seem to notice or particularly care that I
was staring at her, probably because I did it all the time anyway.
Clearing my throat and lifting my eyes from her pert nipples to meet her
eyes, I went on. “At this point, you’re probably wonder where all this is going
and how it has anything to do with where we are now. Well, I’m about there.”
I announced, and started back in…
“I’d made a sort of life for myself. It was not one of those ‘white picket fence
and two and a half kids’ sort of deals’ but I had an apartment, a job of
dubious legality, and enough money that I kept booze in my gut and an
occasional woman in my bed if I felt up to being social and she could stand
my evasiveness and coarseness for more than a few hours.
I had things. I had contacts. I had stuff situated how I liked it. Maybe that
little slice of happiness was being too assumptive. Maybe fate felt I was
asking too much, so it came and took it away once more. It seems I was
ready for its next test.
Here I was, then, minding my own business one day, hauling down a side
street in Chicago on my bike. Did I mention my bike yet? It’s a Harley, and I’d
give up my left nut before I’d part with it, though I guess that might make
some of my hobbies a little less viable. Anyway, I saw a panel truck up ahead
on the street. Boxes had fallen out the back and crud was littered all over the
road, so I cut up an alley to avoid the hazard. It’s pretty typical shit really.
You can’t go anywhere anymore without finding someone doing stuff that
gets in your way. There are just too many people everywhere.
That’s when it happened…
I felt vertigo and disorientation. It was like skydiving with a concussion.
Then a wave of pain washed over me like needles stabbing into my skull and
fire bathing my skin. I can sort of remember being handled or something. It’s
hard to explain. I’m sure I saw things, but my mind just didn’t record and
keep any of those events with any clarity.
Who knows how long I was out cold. Maybe it was another episode of that
PTSD crud. I thought that a lot at first, but that was before I learned
everything I have now. If you’d seen what I have, you’d know it was no
episode. It was no hallucination. I’ve never been that creative, so I couldn’t
have made all this up – I know I couldn’t have.”
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 Pygmies 

When I next opened my eyes, and I shit you not, I was in the middle of the
goddamn savannah or something, staring up at a grey sky. As far as I could
see, there was nothing but chest-high amber weeds that smelled like wet hay
and lay beneath a sky of cloudless, steel grey. Now, I’m not a stranger to the
country, but this was ridiculous. A man like me needs a bit of skyline and
crowds of people around him, not that I trust them; I’ve just come to expect
people to be around. At the very least a stretch of asphalt would have been
welcome.
Well, I picked all two hundred and fifty pounds of myself up off the ground,
and took a long look around. My mouth was dry as hell. It was like
cottonmouth, but I hadn’t been drinking, at least not that I recalled. I must
have been there a while, because my face felt sunburnt around the edges of
the sunglasses I always wear. I lowered them briefly to see if the sky was as
grey as it looked through them. It was.
All things considered, I had some training in dealing with weird crap, and so
I took an accounting of my position. It’s an army habit. When you’re in
trouble, look at your gear, think things out, and then act. Too many people
are lost to indecision when placed in a strange situation, and I had a feeling
that this was going to be one of those times where if I didn’t start moving, shit
was gonna start to get worse in a hurry.
I had my bike. It lay on its side at my feet. Everything was still there. I keep
a change of clothes, some money, a portable CD player with an asspile of
batteries, and extra ammo in the baggage pouch. Ammo you say? Yeah, well
I have two holsters, one under each armpit, with a Desert Eagle in each.
Each of those holds eight bullets, which means sixteen bodies even before I
reload. I also keep a sawed-off shotgun hidden on my bike. A friend of mine
from Chicago helped me modify the bike so I had a place to hide it from plain
sight. It wouldn’t do to have the law see that sort of thing, even if I have a
license for it.
I remember scratching my bestubbled chin. It had a couple days’ worth of
growth. Forty-eight hours was enough to dump a body anywhere on the
planet. I realized I could have been in any odd corner of the world, but I
couldn’t figure out who would go to the trouble. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not
exactly amiable and cheerful in a social sense, but I’m not out to piss off
every person who passes in front of me either.
That’s when I noticed my left wrist. It was easy to miss what was on it,
because half the time it didn’t seem to be there. Yet if you seriously looked,
you could see it, like a shadow or reflection that has to be seen from a
specific angle. It honestly looked like a police tether to me at first, possibly a
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bomb, or even some funky kind of wristwatch. It was none of those though.
Whatever it was, it wasn’t anything I’d seen before. I’m talking translucent
plastic or metal. I had no idea how it got there, and there was no apparent
way to take it off either. It simply had no seams, and I wasn’t sure if it’d kill
me to take it off.
I tapped it with my finger. “What the fuck?”
To my surprise, it answered me in a rather neutered mechanical voice.
“Please give this Key Tool a designation.”
“Huh?” I asked, shocked that the damn thing could talk.
“Please give this Key Tool a designation.”
Well, this wasn’t going anywhere fast, was it? I guess it wanted me to name
it. It’s too bad it just wouldn’t come out and say that in plain speech.
“Magdalena”
“Is Magdalena what you wish to name this Key Tool?”
“Sure, but can you make your voice more feminine?”
How long I stood there telling the damn thing to raise and lower pitch, tone,
and all that I really don’t know. What I do know was that by the time I was
done, the damn thing had a throaty woman’s voice – the kind you want
talking dirty to you.
“Where am I?” I asked it.
“Location oh-six by one-seven – designated as Pygmy Outback.”
“Huh? Whazzat?”
“Location oh-six by one-seven – designated as Pygmy Outback.
Call it what you will, but the Key Tool thing wasn’t much of a
conversationalist. I’d seen children’s toys with more social skills. “What is
that? Can you be more elaborate, talking watch?”
“You are on Layer number six, world seventeen. It is called Pygmy
Outback.”
“I see,” I replied, though I really didn’t, “and what are you exactly?”
“I’m a Key Tool. My designation is Magdalena.”
“Right. You’re a Key Tool. How didn’t I know that? Exactly how in hell did
you get on my wrist?”
“Unknown.”
“So how did I get here and stuff?”
“Unknown.”
Fuck. There went the easy answers. Before I knew it, my hand had strayed
to the pack of cigarettes I keep in the inside breast pocket of my jacket, and
one was in my mouth. I’d quit smoking for the most part, but every now and
then I just needed one between my lips – even if I didn’t light it.
“Is there any shelter around here?” I asked, not moving the one side of my
mouth so the cig wouldn’t fall out. “I’m feeling pretty burned. It’s hot as hell
out.”
“Unknown.”
I shook my arm angrily. I was mad at the Key Tool’s lack of answers, but I
should have known better than to expect a toy watch thingamajig to know
anything. I was also feeling the beginning of a boiling hatred for whoever had
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put me here. Shaking my arm didn’t seem to instill any genius into the Key
Tool or spur it into offering helpful insights, so I stood my bike up, sat
sideways on it, and took a better look at the Key Tool. There were two lights
on it. One was blue, and the other was purple.
“What are these lights for?” I asked.
“Portals.”
“To where?”
“Other worlds.”
Other worlds, eh? Things were getting stranger and stranger. “So each one
is a portal? Is that how I got here?”
“Each light is a portal. Blue is one way. You came through that one, and
cannot go back that way. It is under you.”
I grunted. Not that I didn’t believe it, but there was nothing beneath me to
indicate a portal, and I still wasn’t buying into this story. “What about the
other one? Where does that go, and how far away is it?”
“The purple indicator means that it is within fifty default distance units.”
“What’s that in miles?”
“Would you like to switch default measurement to the human unit of miles?”
“Human? Are there aliens around or something?” I looked around
expectantly.
“Unknown. I have the capability to use multiple measurement systems.
Miles is one of them that I have for use.”
“Use that then.”
“The purple indicator light is for a portal that is thirty-eight point nine two
miles distant.”
I turned my arm, noting that the lights kept an absolute reference. “Is the
direction right? Like a compass?”
“The indicator lights accurately represent your direction in relation to the
portals.”
I sighed and frowned up at a flock of dark-colored birds that appeared to be
flying backwards. Maybe they just had their heads on in the wrong place.
They sure weren’t any bird I’d seen before. Maybe this story had more truth
to it than I initially had thought. Shaking my head, I took the cigarette out of
my mouth and put it back in its pack. No use wasting good cigarettes.
The lights on the Key Tool were enough for me, I decided. I might not have
known where I was, and I still wasn’t sure that all this was really happening,
or that it wasn’t just a big joke, but I was ready to find out. I checked to see
how much gas I had left – almost a full tank – and then tried to start the
engine. I wasn’t sure it’d work, but it roared to life with that uneven and
powerful noise that only a Harley has. It was music to my ears.
And I was off. The ground was surprisingly even. I’d expected ruts and
gopher holes or something, but it was pretty hard packed and smooth. I tried
taking off my jacket, but the damn weeds whipped my arms the whole time I
rode, so I nixed that idea, and just endured the heat.
Music, some wind in my face, and some time on my bike - it was almost like
home, minus the distinctive smell of Chicago, asphalt, taxis, a thousand
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buildings, and a few million people. Every city has an odor, and if you don’t
believe me, you haven’t been to enough of them. Frankly, the smell of these
weeds was giving me a headache, and I found myself wishing for Chicago’s
smell in their stead.
I’d been riding for maybe five minutes when I saw some movement off to
my right. There was a herd of what looked like ostriches to me. I’ve been to a
few places around the world, but never anywhere that had ostriches except
the zoo. I cut back on the throttle, and rolled to a stop so I could watch.
“What are those animals?”
“Unknown.”
“Everything is a goddamn unknown to you, Magdalena. Wonder if there’s a
warranty on you or a trade-in program.”
I turned the bike toward them to get a closer look. One thing was quite
quickly made certain. They weren’t ostriches, because they had no feathers.
The birds had bulbous, wobbly heads, leathery hides, and teeth. Maybe they
were some kind of dinosaur. This worried me. I could have dealt with being
just about anywhere on the Earth, but talking wristwatches, weird sunless
skies of grey, and featherless ostriches seemed to all point toward the
conclusion that I was not on Earth.
I was just getting a good feel for those ugly bird critters when an arrow
came whizzing by me, almost pulling a William Tell with my head as the
apple. Of all things to be killed by, I was nearly struck dead by some primitive
arrow! Being shot at, be it by guns, arrows, or whatever, always ruins my
mood.
Instincts took over, and I had a Desert Eagle out before I knew it. The urge
to get where I was going took precedence over riddling some idiot’s carcass
with bullets for shooting a pointy stick at me, so I took off back toward the
portal. As I went, I started to see dark ape-like faces poking up just above the
weeds. They didn’t look happy either. One threw a spear at me, and had I not
been hauling ass already, I’d probably have been looking for a new spleen or
something. I shot that nasty little bugger in the face, pegged one of his ugly
buddies in the chest, and roared off with them eating my dust, or so I
thought.
What I didn’t know then, was how fast those little pygmies are. I call them
pygmies, even if I’m pretty sure they weren’t those little African guys I’ve
heard about. I just don’t have a better name for them, and that world was
called the Pygmy Outback, so what else could they be? I never went back
there, so who cares what they were really called. They weren’t friendly, I shot
a few of them, and we’ll leave it at that. If I don’t know their names, I do know
that they can run almost forty miles per hour, which happened to be about
the fastest I could go across that terrain. They kept a hail of arrows coming
after me. I think it’s only because they’re not used to chasing something as
fast as a Harley that I didn’t end up being a pincushion. I’d have hated to be
on foot around them, or I’d probably have figured out just how much blood is
in my body.
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They kept up with me for about thirty minutes before they started to fall
behind, but they weren’t too far off. I could see the pack of dark faces
growing behind me as more joined pursuit. I must have passed nearby where
they must have been waiting, sleeping, or doing whatever it is pygmies do
when they’re not trying to kill me.
Fifty minutes out, as near as I could guess, something peaked on the
horizon. It was a horseshoe-shaped rise of reddish stone that hooked around
a pool of clear water. When I say clear, I don’t mean clear and blue, but clear
as in absolutely clear. The sky didn’t even reflect like it should on the surface
of that pond. I didn’t have time to think about that, since I was too busy
looking for this portal thing that was predicted to be here. I’m no painter or
chemist anyway, so what do I care about the water’s odd qualities?
Between the Key Tool, which seemed to indicate I was practically on top of
the damn portal and the fact that this was the first change in terrain I’d seen
since I’d arrived, I thought it had to be here. I came to a halt at the shore of
that pond, and took a quick look over my shoulder. The runts weren’t far
behind me. As I saw it, I probably had two minutes or less before I was going
to have to start dodging arrows again, and I wasn’t betting that I’d last long
with that kind of treatment. I could pop a few for sure, but there looked to be
something like fifty of them now, and I had better things to waste bullets on. If
I were going to fight, it’d be on my own terms. Just in case, I looked at the
mountains around me to determine their defensibility, in case I was to climb
up them and fight the buggers as they climbed up after me. From their steep
angles, I quickly determined that would not be an option.
“Where’s the portal, Magdalena?” I demanded.
“It is in front of you.”
“Where, you worthless piece of junk? I don’t see the damn thing. Try to be a
bit more helpful.”
“Forty two point five three feet straight ahead of you, and ten feet down as
you are currently oriented.”
“That’s in the damn pond!”
It’s amazing how quickly you’ll forget that you’re talking to a glorified
wristwatch when you’ve got a tribe of mini monkey men chasing you or that
there aren’t supposed to be portals in lakes for that matter. The thing had
been right so far, and I wasn’t seeing any Mario tube pipe, hole in the sky to
jump through, or anything of that sort, so I made a quick choice.
Dirt and grass spit up from the rear tire of my bike as I whipped it around.
For a brief couple seconds I was heading right for the enemy. They were
closer than I’d thought, and as I did another one-eighty so as to head back
toward the pond, I had to shoot two more. Both went down. “Gut shots for
dinner, you ugly bastards!” I declared jubilantly.
Then I opened up the throttle and hauled straight into the pond. For an
exhilarating moment I was skimming across the surface. As my momentum
died, water drag increased, and the front tire dove. Water that wasn’t water
was suddenly slapping me in the face, and I sank with the bike. The engine
sounded like it stalled, and then we were gone.
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It’s hard to explain beyond that. My bike and I just weren’t in that world
anymore. It wasn’t like when I disappeared from that Chicago alley though.
There wasn’t that sense of pain or unconsciousness. Sure, there was some
disorientation, but I was still awake and sitting on my bike no less.
All around me was a new world, one without pygmies, smelly grass, and
arrows waiting to skewer me. I wasn’t sure what was around me would be an
improvement though. The mouth of a dark cave isn’t exactly a welcome
wagon, after all.

 21 

 In Roam 

 22 

 In Roam 



 23 

 In Roam 
 Stripper in a Strange Land 

From first impressions, the next place didn’t seem much better.
I had gone from a savannah to a weird-ass wasteland. Everywhere I looked
there were dead trees. They were brittle and white, like bleached cactusskeletons or something. The grass, if you could actually call it that, was grey
and rubbery, and the sky was a sickly swirl of purple and gray. This was
definitely not Earth. I mean, not even Australia or Africa were that odd.
As I stood there, trying to get my bearings, I saw a plume of red arc into the
sky distantly. It seemed to be some distant cloud of fire or a geyser of red
gases. The horizon was lined with jagged mountains of black rock, perhaps
thirty miles away. That I could see them from that far away told me they were
ridiculously tall. They sprung abruptly yet somewhat uniformly from the edge
of the lower lands.
A cigarette found its way into my mouth once more. It was somewhat wet
from my dive though. As I solemnly checked over my bike, my heart was in
my throat. I feared that I’d damaged it when I’d gone for a swim. At the very
least, I might have taken some water into the lines or even into the gas tank.
Somehow, everything was fine; when I turned the key, it started right up as if
we’d never gone for a swim.
That brought to mind the portal. The first I’d supposedly gone through was
invisible beneath my feet in the savannah, and the second was a pond of
water that might not have really been water. Well, on this side it looked like
I’d just emerged from a cave, and my Key Tool still showed purple to indicate
that it was bi-directional and that I was pretty much right on top of it. Being
that there were probably still angry pygmies on the other side, I was not
going to hop back through to test it, but that brought a frightening thought to
mind.
“Magdalena? Will those pygmies follow me through the portal?” I didn’t
much relish the idea of holding off an angry horde of them as they entered
the world hot on my trail.
“Only those with Key Tools may use portals.”
“Really? And they don’t have them I suppose.”
“That is correct.”
“I see…”
That was interesting news. If I ever got into trouble, I could just pass into the
next world, and I don’t mean the great beyond and heaven and hell and all
that business. For all I knew, I was there already, though this seemed more
like purgatory than either of those other places were supposed to be.
Regardless, it paid to know the mechanics of the system if I was going to
have to wade through this mess.
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I glanced again at my Key Tool. There were two portals here too. Both
marks were purple. One of them was next to me, the other was to lord knows
where, but it had to be better than here.
“Where am I? What world is this?”
“Location oh-five by two-nine – designated as Volcano Boneland.”
“That certainly sounds friendly and promising, like a vacation getaway
wonderland.” I said dryly, casting a disgusted look around me. “How many
Layers and worlds are there anyway?”
“There are thirteen Layers, and a central world. There are five-hundred and
twenty-two worlds, plus the central world on Layer Zero, and the outer world
on Layer Thirteen.”
“There’s over five-hundred worlds? How the hell am I going to find
anything?” There was no answer. Fuck. Well, I figured I’d get started. In five
hundred worlds, there had to be someone with answers, and I had a rapidly
growing number of questions.
Following the compass of the Key Tool, I headed toward the next portal. I
actually walked my bike this time though, because I had no idea when I was
going to find gas again, and I sure as hell wasn’t abandoning it or not having
fuel the next time pygmies, a crazy horde of monsters, gangs of
transvestites, man-eating gumdrops, or something ridiculous came after me.
Now the last thing I expected to find in the middle of nowhere was a chick
with blonde chin-length hair standing around a three-way intersection of the
footpaths that ran through the land. She was standing like she was waiting
for a taxi to happen by. Now, I’m no gentleman, so I’ll be rather crude in my
description of her as she was dressed that day.
This girl wasn’t the prettiest thing I’d ever seen by any means, but she was
a looker for sure. Her ass strained her hip-hugger pants to the point of near
bursting. She had some big boots on, likely because she thought she was
too short, and they did a good job of adding three or four inches to her
regular height of probably five foot four. Her shirt, some button up vest sort of
deal, was unbuttoned most of the way because it was too small for her bust.
It came to a point at the bottom and stopped just below her ribcage to show
off her midriff, which sported a pierced navel.
I’m not the biggest fan of blondes, but I wasn’t one to ignore what was quite
a sight for sore eyes. She saw me before I got very close. I was a bit hard to
miss. She had a nice face on her, very girly. I like older, more sensuous, and
womanly types of chicks, but here I’d make an exception. I went toward her
instead of around.
“What the fuck? A man with a Harley in the middle of nowhere?” She said,
hands on her hips, shaking her head. She had an accent I couldn’t place. It
wasn’t too bad, but I had a feeling listening to it for a long time would bother
me.
I shrugged at that. Her coarse language passed me by unnoticed for the
most part. I’ve known more women who swear than ones that don’t. “Where’s
the strip club, sister?” I made a show of looking around, as if I were in the
middle of a city and not some shithole world.
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She frowned and looked down at her style of dress. “Is it that obvious?”
“I bounced for clubs. You’ve got legs like a dancer. Nice flat abs too. The
real teller is the fact that you’re out here with your tits hanging out.”
“Like you’re complaining. Shit.” She flipped down her top then, giving me a
nice long look.
They were fake, but nice, so I told her so. “Three thumbs up.” I winked and
found myself getting a little happy down below, despite the setting. I liked her
attitude.
“Got a light?” She asked after readjusting her top, which was no small effort.
I stepped over and lit her cigarette with my Zippo. After a girl shows you her
jugs, she’s not that shy about letting you light her a smoke I guess. I was
surprised to find I still had my own cigarette between my lips – unlit, with a
saliva-dampened filter now. She took a deep drag between her silky lips and
tossed her head back. The jaw-length hair worked for her. She gave me a
long appraising look, and I wonder what she saw.
I know I wasn’t as handsome as she was pretty, but I get my fair share of
tail. I think it’s the muscles. I’m pretty sizeable, about six foot four and twofifty. I have that rugged thing going on, the square jaw and stubble thing. My
hair is dark and long reaching down just past my shoulders, and with the
shades I think I look pretty intimidating. It’s not for everyone, but this woman
seemed to like my style well enough. Though, it’s not like there were a lot of
guys around, and she was used to using her body to get what she wanted. I
knew right away it would only be a matter of time before she asked me for
something else.
“Who’re you?” She asked in a tone that expected answering.
“Stiles.”
“Tira.” She replied, not asking whether my name was a first or last. “Tira
Matthews.”
“That a real name or occupational one?” I asked, lacking anything better to
say at the moment.
She didn’t look happy. “I’m not going to answer that.”
I shrugged. It didn’t matter anyway. I countered with a less offensive
question. “Been here long? I just got here, and I’m trying to figure shit out.”
“A week I think. I’m not much better off.”
I nodded, and noticed her Key Tool. It looked different than mine, as it
covered most of her forearm.
“What’s with your Key Tool?”
“Upgrades, Stiles. They’re a bit important in these places.”
“Upgrades? How? From where?” I asked, briefly pondering how much it
would take to rip her arm off and take hers.
She winked. “A girl needs accessories, hon. I found these two though.”
“What do they do?”
“The one increases the total mass of what it can create, and the other
creates food.”
I must have looked dumbstruck, because she laughed.
“This can make stuff?” I tapped my Key Tool.
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She nodded. “Ori, make me a sandwich. Ham and cheese on rye, extra
mustard, and the works.” A healthy-sized sandwich materialized in her hand,
complete with all the fixins.
My stomach growled audibly. “How many can you make?”
“It needs to recharge sometimes, but I can get six meals or so out of it a
day.”
“Nice.” The sandwich looked good, and I work better with food in my gut.
“Take it.” She offered, proffering it to me. “I’m watching my figure anyway.
Though I am getting a lot of exercise running around here.”
I snagged it and took a big bite out of it. I half expected poison, but I was
too hungry to worry. It tasted like the real thing. “You came from the other
world? The one that way?” I pointed toward the portal in the opposite
direction from the one I had come from, sandwich in hand.
“Yeah. It’s a big flea market or something. There are booths and stalls as
far as you can see. Anything you could want is being sold there. It’s packed
with people, aliens, and all sorts of weird funk.”
I’m not a shopping sort of guy, but it sounded better than this place. I took
one more look around the bland setting to confirm that. “Want to go back?” I
suggested between bites. “There’s nothing in the next world behind me
except arrow-shooting pygmies and some bald bird creatures with teeth. Let
me just add that the pygmies aren’t friendly either.”
She grimaced and flicked aside her spent cigarette.
“I know. It’s THAT bad. They were shooting at me when I left.”
“I don’t know if I want to travel with a stranger.” She remarked, giving me a
second look, like the one a woman might do after you invite them home for a
good cranking-down.
Now she was going to get bitchy. I was good enough to see her jiggly parts,
light her a smoke, and eat her sandwich, but not walk next to. Women. “Look,
princess, I’m not too keen either, but I don’t know a damn person in this
place. Not to mention that there aren’t any humans around as far as I can
tell, other than you.”
“There are a few in the next world… the market one.”
Something unnerving occurred to me. “Are you even from Earth? You’re not
an alien are you?”
She chuckled. “No, Earth is my home. I’m from Boston.”
That explained the annoying accent. “Thank god. That means you don’t
have any extra heads or arms hidden in those pants.” I took another look at
her ass. It was not like she had room to hide anything in them anyway.
“Fuck it.” She announced with hands placed on her hips and her chin set
determinedly. “I’ll go with you. I know the market world place anyway.”
“Good deal.”
I gobbled down the last couple bites of the sandwich with one undignified
gulp, and then we started back the way she’d just come. She said, during the
small talk and bullshit she rambled on about because we were best friends
now or something, that it had taken her three days to walk as far as she’d
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come, but I was probably a faster walker. I had longer legs at least, being
about a foot taller than her.
She made some complaint about me pushing the bike instead of giving her
a ride, and walked beside me, chain-smoking the whole time. Her smoking
was infectious. I lit one up after awhile. Peer pressure is a filthy whore.
Eventually, her bitching and her promise that there was fuel in the next world
made me give in to her pleas for a ride. My arms were tired, and her feet
were sore. Besides, it felt good to tear down those dirt paths that crossed
over the fields of rubbery grey grasses and through the forests of dead white
trees, especially with her arms around my waist and her breasts mashed
against my back. Life was getting more livable by the hour.
The wind whipped through our hair and the breeze was pleasantly bug-free.
There’s nothing that ruins a good ride like a bunch of flies and gnats
smacking you on the face. Even the smell was only mildly unpleasant. It
actually smelled to me like warm Styrofoam containers that had sat in the
sun too long and had that new plastic smell, that or McDonalds cheeseburger
wrappers.
We came up on a town after we crossed a small river with a modest bridge
built of some sort of stone. My first thought was that the village was eerie.
Domed homes with mud and stick walls were arranged in a circle around a
community well and a pavilion. A crude wall of earth had been erected
around the entire encampment, and the same grey grass grew up on and
around the ringed hump. It looked really third world, like the kind of place
where you get monstrous bowel infections from drinking the water at.
It might have almost been a rural African village had it not been for the
people and the strange land. The people, if they could be called that, were
grey-skinned with tall foreheads crowned with silver and dark blue hair. They
wore some silvery pajamas or something unsophisticated. It was probably
comfortable if you like wearing a smock or bed sheet, whatever it was.
During our approach, for that was the way the only road in the area went, I
could see a few of them walking on the grounds outside of their village. They
waved warmly to us, but I still thought them to be a bit creepy. My hands
itched to use them for target practice. Is it murder if it’s an alien?
I was going to skirt the village entirely except Tira protested that she
needed a riding break and told me they were peaceful.
“You’ve got to be kidding. They look like something from a cheesy movie.
Surely they eat brains or something.” Maybe I’ve seen too many zombie
movies.
“You’re going to have to get used to being around different looking people.
No world is the same.” She said curtly, suddenly assuming the role of moral
coach.
“All five hundred of them, right?”
She nodded. “Yeah, something like that, though I’ve only seen five so far.”
Against better judgment, I stopped.
I killed the engine and let my bike coast on into their village. I rolled past the
gap in their earthen wall and into the center of their town. Powdery grey
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gravel crunched beneath my tires, and then beneath our feet as we
dismounted from the Harley. The noise of our arrival was enough to bring
them all out to meet us, and I watched warily as we were slowly surrounded.
The hairs on the back of my neck and on my arms stood up, and only Tira’s
calmness kept me from making a regular brouhaha of things.
They strange folks gathered around with friendly, if ugly, faces and open
arms, offering us food and rest without saying a word. Platters of fruit and
breads were carried out to us, and a shelter was pointed out. It was quite
clear what they wanted. Despite my suspicious nature, what they offered
seemed like the thing to do.
I couldn’t quite understand why, but their manner put me at ease, almost
uncharacteristically. A smile came to my face, my hands stopped straying
toward my guns, and I sat down with them on the small earth mounds that
surrounded the pavilion like rows of benches and chairs. Even the grasses I
sat on seemed to calm me. They swayed gently, like some wind touched
them even under my ass as they were. The rhythmic motion of the seat and
the succulent and juicy fruits they offered us calmed me, and that’s not an
easy thing to do. The taste of mango, or something like it, filled my mouth,
and the juices seemed to invigorate me, soothing hurts I didn’t know I had.
Little ones ran out and began a dance of some sort on the stage beneath
the pavilion, twirling about and shaking voluminous sleeves like butterfly
wings. Then they started to sing, or hum is more like it, since those people
didn’t have a spoken language as I could tell. It was a soft hymn, barely
audible by relaxing. Everything about the place was that way. The smells, the
sights, the tastes, and textures were all gentle and soothing for the senses. I
should have known something was wrong though, because I’m never at ease
like that around people, let alone aliens. I was smiling and staggering around
before I knew it. Don’t even think I did any of that lame dancing though.
Besides, their food must have had alcohol or some sort of drug in it.
Tira ate more than I did, and she was loopy before she fell asleep. I seem to
recall her trying to lapdance for one of the skinnies, but he didn’t seem to like
or understand what was going on. Then I remember having to carry her back
to our shared hut. She stripped down and laid down next to me – must have
been habit for her. Honestly, I wish I’d have had the presence of mind to
mess around with her, but I was exhausted and drunk or something.


When we woke up, and I woke up last, I found her sitting in clean clothes,
combing her hair with a slim comb she’d produced from somewhere. Women
always find a way to carry that sort of thing around with them. Looking at her
once more, remorse kicked in, cause I really wished I’d nailed her. But then,
there’d always be another chance if I stuck around long enough. That was
the sorta girl she was.
“Took a shower?”
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“Naw. See that stall over on the other side of the hut?” She pointed with a
hand.
“I thought it was a cabinet.” I said lamely, regarding the fixture that seemed
out of place in the primitive hut.
“Nope. When you step in it cleans you and clothes you.”
“Like a nurse in a box, eh? Kinky.”
She rolled her eyes. Well, I was up for a cleaning, though I wondered if it’d
accommodate someone my size. While the tribe of grey people seemed to
have people as tall as me, they weren’t as broad or massive by any means.
They’d have been considered emaciated if they were human, but it seemed
normal for them.
I tossed off my clothes, not minding if she got a show, and look she did. I’m
not easily embarrassed though, not after time in the army and a good deal of
time in a mental ward as well. I didn’t let her see my back though. I have a
tattoo that I don’t like to talk about and I rarely show it off to people who don’t
know me really well, which is basically no one. That’s another story.
Somehow I managed to cram myself into the little chamber, and it’s really
not like anything I’d ever felt before. Your whole body is scrubbed by light,
and it tickles to the point where I was laughing. I wondered if it’d take off all
my body hair, but it didn’t. I was thankful for that, because I didn’t want to
deal with the itching as it grew back either – believe you, me. Some stuff
grows there because it just should be there.
They put me in some sort of silky garment that was surprisingly
comfortable, but not my style. I felt like I was one of those shiny boys you see
in clubs. I took it off, though it had no zippers or anything so I had to tear it
off, and instead I pulled on my customary black jeans and t-shirt. Then I
grabbed the rest of my stuff and was ready to roll on out.
“Ready to go?” She asked me expectantly.
I shrugged, tossed my jacket over my shoulder, and stepped outside.
There was a throng of natives waiting for us, like they knew we were awake
already. Perverts were probably peeping at me during my shower box ordeal.
I should have gotten that sinking feeling in my gut that told me something
was wrong, but I didn’t. I’d been lulled into an odd complacency by their
mood and manners. They gathered around and tried to make us at home
again, waving their arms and gesticulating about planting trees and sillier
dancing yet. Maybe one of them would do a trick with a potato, too. I couldn’t
quite understand that bit.
Anyway, I was all up for it too, until they tried to separate me from my bike.
They motioned that I had to leave it behind, and that just didn’t sit well with
me. The thing had been just outside the door of our hut during the night, and
if it had fit I’d probably have pulled it inside with us. I hadn’t really thought
much about it for some reason, which, again, was out of character for me.
Normally its safety and care comes before my own.
Anyway, those skinnies started pulling at my bike as if to make off with it,
and out came my guns. The fog in my head seemed to clear a bit when I
thought about something I needed to have or do. They didn’t understand and
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neither did Tira. She looked at me like I was crazy and started with her ‘don’t
be a dick and ruin things’ routine. “Listen, that fucking bike is my life. I’m not
leaving it, and they’re not taking it!” I replied hotly.
“They just want to move it. It’ll still be here.” She smiled like she was drunk.
My eyes felt heavy. I closed one eye and strained to open the other as far
as I could, and then alternated to the other one to do the same. I didn’t know
what was going on. Have your thoughts ever been thick, like molasses or
jelly? I felt like I was being sedated, and I was starting to have trouble
standing. My knees wobbled and my vision fogged over. With my vision
swimming, I looked around and noticed that one of the natives had a jewel on
his head. There was something about him, an odd quality that was entirely
inhuman and almost predatory. I didn’t like how he looked at me. He was
doing something that I couldn’t see and he was giving me the look, so I shot
good ole jewel-head right between the eyes.
Immediately my head cleared as if I’d been splashed with frigid cold water. I
could see something lift from Tira’s eyes, too. Her hand went to her head,
and she shook her head as if she were dizzy.
“Let’s go.” I said, an order and not a request.
She put her hands around my waist as I climbed onto the Harley. It wasn’t
that she made the conscious choice herself, but rather she just listened to my
order. She was still out of it, but we were off and running once more.
This time though, there was no pursuit. The skinnies were too busy
gathering around their dead friend, and I think I ran over one or two feet on
my route out of there. They didn’t understand guns. They’d all jumped at the
report my gun had made, and I know they didn’t realize it’d killed that guy
with the jewel on his head until he fell to the ground. Even then they all
seemed confused.
“Why?” She demanded, angry with me yet confused.
“They were messing with our heads.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Neither do I.” I just kept driving down the winding paths among more and
more bone trees. The more I saw of the trees the faster I drove, wanting
nothing so more than to leave that world behind. The skinnies had a secret,
and I had a feeling that I really didn’t want to know what it was firsthand.
Near the portal, there was a temple. I call it a temple, because that’s what it
seemed like to me. It was tall, like a cone or a triangular prism or something
like that with a bunch of cutouts so that you could see all the way into it as if
it was a teepee frame without any hides covering it. It wasn’t really that deep
compared to how tall it was. The architecture was alien and I wasn’t sticking
around to take notes – that’s not me. Suffice it to say, it was big and
ceremonial looking, and likely filled with a bunch of skinnies.
I cut the engine and coast in quietly, ready to run over a dozen of them if I
had to. Tira seemed pointed out quietly that there was a bunch of the jewelheads out in the fields away from the temple. They were moving about in
circles that alternated directions while they watched some event in the center
of their group. As we got closer, it became clear just what they were doing:
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they had some poor guy staked out in the field for what could be nothing
other than ritual sacrifice. It looked like he had a Key Tool too.
I’m not humanitarian, but even I didn’t want to leave any human – at least
he looked human – to that sort of fate. I’d not have minded killing a few more
of those jewel-headed skinnies either. Something about them rubbed me the
wrong way. Even had I tried to do something, it wouldn’t have been enough.
There were too many of them, and I wasn’t about to risk my neck for a
stranger. A spear of ivory was driven in through his heart, and he died even
as we moved toward the portal. Beside him there were a dozen or more
saplings growing out of the bodies they’d been planted in. The bodies were in
various states of decay, but I think I saw a Key Tool lying next to each.
Seeing that, I recalled with a sick knot in my stomach how many of those
white trees there really were. Realizing what that meant, I wanted nothing
more than to get out of that world, but they had other plans. I was still paying
attention to the spectacle out in the field, and as it happens, they move pretty
silently. From around one of the temple pillars, three of them jumped out and
threw themselves at my bike. More jumped out then, and they tore me away
from my bike. Tira went down quickly, subdued by the scrawny aliens that
assailed her.
I fought like a caged beast. I swung fists, kicked, bit, and gouged. They’re
surprisingly durable when it comes to blunt trauma. I must have killed at least
one though. I know I dropped a few of them, but they kept coming. I took one
in the throat with an elbow before they finally pinned me to the ground. Even
I couldn’t do much, and it pisses me off to say that. Still, it took eight of them
to hold me down. Hudson Stiles won’t lay down easy for anyone but a lady.
Tira screamed, and I twisted my head to see what was happening. Rubbery
grey grass dug at my face, and I saw what she was scared of: a pair of ivory
spears. Well, I wasn’t going to be the newest addition to their forest. I went
limp, and then jerked back with all of my might. My left arm came free. I
pulled out a Desert Eagle before they could secure my arm again, and I put
lead into three of them at point blank range. By the time the clip was empty,
I’d returned to standing amidst their bodies. The second Desert Eagle came
out, and I drilled the pair with the spears, as well as one of the pair holding
Tira.
She shrugged off the second jewel-head, the one still living, and shouted,
“Ori, blade!” To my surprise, a foot-long knife grew from her Key Tool. She
twisted and impaled the jeweled native grasping at her right arm. Grey blood
spurted from the gaping wound, and he dropped to the ground.
I know she said the Key Tools could make stuff, but I didn’t know it could
make weapons and sandwiches. Tira was agile, too. I’ll give her that.
Between my guns and her knife, we killed or maimed more than a dozen of
them, and then we made for the inside of the temple.
A swirling mass of green steam flowed from a fissure in the ground, and
that’s where she jumped. Skinnies closed in slowly, with the patience of
creatures that know a meal is not far off – buzzards circling over a kill. I
waited a few moments, expecting to hear a thump as Tira hit the bottom or
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something but it never came. Cursing, and waving a pistol threateningly at
the natives that remained alive, I pushed my bike up to the edge of the
fissure, hopped on, and rode it in.
I felt that falling sensation again, and then I was out of that awful world and
into the next one, likely just as shitty. Tira was beside me. She was crying.
I hate when women cry. You can’t be mean to them and tell them to shut
their yap or you’re an asshole, and you don’t want to listen to them either. It’s
a lose-lose scenario. I guess strippers aren’t supposed to kill people. It’s just
not in the job description.
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 The Market World 

“Christ. It wasn’t that bad. Quit crying already.” I said finally.
Tira gave me a dirty look, but stopped sobbing. “Look, maybe you’re used
to saving the world or gunfights and almost getting killed all the time, but I am
not.”
“I’m not exactly an action hero, but I was in the military for awhile.” I
admitted.
“That explains your poor people skills.”
“What do you mean?”
“Some guys think with their crotch. You think with a pair of pistols.”
“Got us out alive, didn’t I? Would you rather be staked to the ground with a
tree growing out of your guts?”
She shook her head. That’s what I thought. Some people are just
ungrateful, but more importantly, “What’s that fucking smell?” I wondered
aloud.
It was then I noticed where we were, and why my nose was being offended
by something terribly unpleasant. We were shin-deep in sewage. The portal
this time was in a sewer pipe about eight foot tall.
She threw up, and continued to heave even after she’d emptied the
contents of her stomach into the miasma of fluid and foulness that we were
camping in.
I could feel my own gorge rising, but I kept it down. “You must have come
this way to get into that boneland world, so why the big surprise?”
“It was almost empty when I came this way before, and I didn’t have to walk
through it.” She managed to choke out as we trudged through the sewage to
the lighted end of the tunnel not too far away.
We were almost out, when I shit you not, we found a dead body. He…
she… I dunno what it was, and we didn’t check. The body was bloated and
face down in the sludge. It must have been there awhile. “Classy world.”
She pushed past my bike and me to void the remaining dregs of her
stomach on the open ground. After that it was all dry heaves. Being that
puking is contagious, I almost lost it again, but I wasn’t about to toss up that
sandwich from the night before. A good ham and cheese is hard to find.
I stepped out of the spill-pond at the end of the pipe, a goodly sized pool of
humanoid waste, and sat on the dirt beside her. She was holding her head,
and I was feeling rather sympathetic for once, because my stomach was
roiling too. It didn’t help that my Harley was slopped with some alien’s fecal
matter either.
I’m probably going a little overboard in my description of these events, but
until you’ve waded through someone else’s slop, you just won’t understand.
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My number one priority was getting a shower, and cleaning up my bike. I’m
not always the cleanest guy, but I was just filthy at that moment and there’s
no excuse for being a dirty bastard.
As it was, she really did know her way around. We found some seedy little
bathhouse or something. I probably could have gotten some action if Tira
hadn’t been there, because there were other bathers there, scraping a
month’s worth of crap off their oily bodies. Despite having just crawled
through a sewer, we looked cleaner than many of the others in the
bathhouse.
Being out-of-towners, we got a bit of ogling, especially Tira, but I didn’t even
care if people watched us as we cleaned up. Tira scrubbed me down and I
scrubbed her right back, taking my time, of course. I’m not hesitant to say I
got the better end of the deal. After that we soaked in a pair of giant copper
tubs full of hot water while our clothes and boots were getting cleaned. I
almost felt like a woman, enjoying getting clean and luxuriating in a tub as
much as I did.
“What’s that tattoo on your back anyway?” She asked, leaning my way, a
damp washrag resting on her head.
“Nothing.” I replied both sullenly and dismissively, not wanting to continue
the conversation. I’d forgotten about it in the vigor to get clean and not smell
like someone’s toilet bowl.
“No, it’s really something. You don’t get some big white demonic face
plastered on your back for nothing. I have meaningless girly tattoos. You saw
em. Now those are nothing. Yours is definitely something.”
“You were none too shy either.” I commented, trying to divert the subject.
“I’m a bit of an exhibitionist.” She countered, adding with a smile, “Besides,
a girl likes to be appreciated.”
“I appreciated it all right.” I had been rather ‘alert’ when we washed each
other.
“Come on. What’s that tattoo of?” She asked again.
I don’t like to get needled and grilled about my life by anyone, even if I just
rubbed her jiggly parts. “Look, just leave off already. I heard you the first
time, and I’d have answered you then if I felt like it. Take a hint.“
“Fine.” She sulked for a bit then and smoked a few cigarettes while I
checked on the status of our clothes.
I half expected to find them stolen, and I wasn’t afraid to run naked across
the world to hunt down the thief if that was the case. You just don’t let
another man steal your digs. Fortunately, this was not the case. Though my
boots were a bit damp still, they and the rest of my clothes were nearly as
clean as the day I bought them. Tira’s were in a similar clean and floralscented state. I figured in an hour or two my clothes would smell like me
again: booze, occasional cigarettes, sweat, gun oil, and leather.
“What now?” I asked Tira while she dressed.
“You mind?”
“You’re shy now?” I scoffed, a bit disappointed with her moodiness. “I was
just scrubbing every inch of you in detail a little bit ago.”
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“No, it’s not that. You’re just staring like you haven’t gotten laid in awhile.”
“Three days or so. That’s pretty long by my account.”
“Well it’s gonna be a while longer by my account.” Tease. She said that with
a bit of a smile.
I laughed, and noticed another cigarette had found its way into my mouth.
This one was lit; Tira’s habits were wearing off on me. We left the bathhouse
and went to where I had hidden my bike out back. Some little kids were
digging around the junk I used to cover my bike. They took off when I
stomped my feet and yelled a bit though. Oh, I might have waved a gun
threateningly at them too, but who can remember those kinds of things? I’d
cleaned the bike up before I cleaned myself up, so we were ready to ride,
and I didn’t trust leaving the thing behind here to come back for it later.
“I could use a drink to be honest, and a little more firepower. Thing is, I
haven’t got shit to trade for it. I doubt they take American Express.”
“Naw, just Discover and traveler’s checks.”
I looked at her over my shoulder. “No shit?”
She made a face. I’m starting to dislike her sarcastic sense of humor.
“I can get you a drink,” she offered. “I’ve worked in a place near here
before.”
“Great. I could use some backup batteries for my CD player, and some
spare gas for the Harley too.”
“Gas might be harder. A lot of things are solar, though I rarely see a sun in
any of these worlds. Some things run on alcohol too, but I’m sure there’s
gasoline in one of these worlds.”
So she’d lied about the gas on that last world, or what? “That’s not good.” I
put out the snub of my cigarette and thought for a moment. Truth be told, I’m
not the smartest man ever – not that I’m dumb – and what faculties I do have
are hindered by lack of food. I was starving, and thoughts weren’t coming
fast. “Let’s start with drinks and food. I think better on a full stomach.”
“Fair enough. We’ll go to that place I know. Maybe I can even pick up some
work there.”
“Club, eh?”
“Maybe,” was all she said, and I didn’t press things.
That was good enough for me. The only thing better than drinks and food,
was adding a little nude action on top of it. It might not have been hygienic,
but I like tits in my face when I’m eating, be they real or video.
As it were, the place she knew was some dive that looked like a mutant
stronghold from a post-apocalyptic movie. It was a smattering of random
materials thrown together to form a generally dome-shaped building, and a
crowd of undesirables congealed into a sweaty and horny mass outside,
promising even worse inside.
I felt nostalgia.
It was almost like bouncing again, and my knuckles were aching to break
some faces. If you ever get in fistfights, you’d know what I’m talking about.
Once you start you just get those itching feelings to do it periodically. Every
now and then you just have to lace into some jerkoff.
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So we went up to the toughs that are letting people in. I’m leery already, but
I figure they’re used to some people driving up, even if most people walked.
“My bike better be safe here, or there’s gonna be hell to pay.”
They took it with the general light-hearted attitude bouncers do. They don’t
really expect much out of the threats of their patrons. Had I been in their
shoes, I’d have laughed too. My trigger finger itched to make them see that I
was serious, but I held off. Still, I chained the thing to a structural beam on
the side of the building, and locked the extra compartments.
“Let’s go in. I’m starved.” She remarked, looking forlornly at the double
doors that marked the front entrance.
“Just make a sandwich or something.” I suggested.
“I don’t like to cook myself.” She said with a grin. She walked with a sway as
she rounded the corner to slip in the back; she was back on her turf now.
The back entrance didn’t lead through the dressing room, as I had hoped. It
was a kitchen. A few sleazy looking guys worked at butchering meat for the
grill or spit, others went about various kitchen tasks. If you can’t tell, I’m not a
chef. I eat the food. I don’t make it. Most of the motley crew they called as
staff at least nodded to Tira, if not greeting her in more friendly and outright
manners. She didn’t make me wait long by swapping pointless banter with
the kitchen apes, which made me give her a couple extra points in my book.
Women aren’t bad, but some just don’t know when to shut up. Still, it seemed
like she’d known those folks longer than a week, like she said she’d been
floating around these worlds. Maybe they just wanted to rub on her or
something.
We pushed in through a pair of roughly hung double doors that hung at the
far end of the kitchen and went into the club itself. Smoky: that was my first
impression. Usually smoky clubs have ugly women. They like to use low light
and haze to make you think you’re looking at a real piece of work. Then
again, Tira worked here, and she wasn’t rough on the eyes at all.
The clientele was pretty diverse. Most of them couldn’t even pass for
human on Halloween, not even the dancers. It was like that outside in this
world too though. Everyone was a mixed up jumble of scales, fur, extra eyes,
double noses, and whatnot. It was a fairy-tale hodge-podge of crud. Plainly
and simply, it was a bunch of freaks hanging around a titty bar. On Earth they
ain’t the salt of the world either I suppose.
Tira told me to sit down at a table near the bar, and she went off to talk to
the manager or something, but not until after she’d told the bartender to hook
me up with some beverages of the alcoholic persuasion. More points for the
lady… I swear she was batting a thousand in this dive.
So I was knocking back something that passed for bourbon as far as the
bug-eyed bartender could tell, and looking at ladies for a good fifteen
minutes. All my aches and pains were easing away in a golden-colored
stream of fluid. Then Tira came back with news.
“He agreed to feed us both if I work tonight.” She announced.
“Stripping?” There was probably a hopeful tone to my voice.
“Yeah.” She avoided my eyes.
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“Ain’t any shame in that, so don’t gimme that face, alright? I’ve bounced
before, and you’re a far cry above some of the ladies I’ve seen shaking
fleshy bits in my face, here or on Earth.”
“I’m just not crazy about this place. The guys get a little rough sometimes.”
“Need some backup?” I offered. A bit of alcohol in me gave me the urge to
splatter a bit of blood on my leather.
“Are you going to be sober enough?”
“I think the question is am I going to be drunk enough to pound the shit out
of the crazies around here if the need arises? I just got here remember?
World-hopping wasn’t my previous job.”
She gave me one of those famous impatient looks that women get on the
rare occasions they don’t feel like talking at length. “Look, do you want to
help or not? He’ll feed us again tonight if we come, and the pay is going to be
good. You might even be able to buy some gas or something with it.”
I had a list I was starting to make of shit we’d need to get by, and gas was
far from all of it. Her taking her clothes of in the evening was sounding better
and better. “Sure. Got a deal. I just need a small cut to get a few things for
the road though.”
“I’ll give you a quarter.”
I shrugged. That meant nothing to me. “Will that be a lot?”
“It is when I’m dancing.” She answered confidently, nodding at the full
crowd.
I know bouncing isn’t exactly a prestigious position and I’m not one to
complain about the pay when I get to use my fists liberally, but sometimes
bonuses are due, if you catch my drift, especially if I have to wade through
alien filth. "You got a deal. However, should my bouncing duties truly be
needed, supposing the locals get too rowdy and I need to lay down the law, I
get a larger cut."
She grinned and nodded. It was a great smile, and considering how our day
started, it was a nice change. Food arrived a couple minutes later: the house
special. To this day I don’t know what it was, and that’s probably best for my
peace of mind. It wasn’t bad. Filling is always better than fancy, in my book at
least.
I had a pleasant burning in my gut by the time we left. Apparently she had
found a place for us to crash until that evening, which was not to be visited
until after shopping. Shopping was the catch in an otherwise pleasantsounding evening. She needed a slinky get-up for the evening. I would have
probably complained had I not been agreeably drunk already. I know my
limits though, and I knew after a couple hours I’d have the clarity of mind I’d
need later on when it was time for me to protect and serve. I need to keep
sharp when I’m bouncing, lest someone get the jump on me because I’m too
sloppy.
Our shopping sortie is not something I even really remember, other than it
happened. Like a bad childhood memory, of which I have plenty, I blocked it
from my memory. Such is the way of men in women’s worlds. In truth, I was
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thinking about Tira stripping, and my knuckles were making me wish that
someone stepped out of line.
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If I thought the club was a shithole by day, it was worse at night. I was
seriously wondering if I’d pick up a disease or two just by breathing the same
air as these vermin. This one guy looked like a leper I saw on TV once, but
then I’m not a doctor, so what do I know? Maybe he was just born looking
like he was about to shed most of his skin in an abruptly painful event at any
drop of a hat. It kind of made me wish I had a hat to drop.
Anyway, this all made me realize why Tira didn’t need some nasty fellas’
paws grabbing at her goodies. Usually I toss back a drink or two to take the
edge off, but I knew I was going to need every bit of alertness I had for the
night shift. Call it intuition or just a gut feeling, but I knew there was
something in the air that night. I’m not talking about that electrical ‘something
great is going to happen tonight’ feeling either. I mean that ‘shit was going to
get nasty’ feeling. It’s a sinking in your bowels like you ate bad shellfish, yet
exhilarating at the same time if you’re an adrenaline junky like I am.
So as she pushed through the crowd to the dressing room, I leaned down
and said to her, “Watch out. I’m thinking I might even need to keep watch
while you’re getting dressed and heading out onto the stage.” The dive didn’t
even have safe walkways for the entertainers to use so they wouldn’t be
exposed to the clientele, because they wanted the dancers to mingle on the
way too and from a turn on the small platforms and side stages.
“That’s not part of the job, and you know it.” She started, but then she saw
the serious look in my eyes I guess, and added, “I’ll be fine. It’s usually like
this.”
“Just be careful. Get in one of the cages or something if you can… more
protection, you know?”
She nodded, and kissed my cheek. “Don’t worry. Just keep an eye out for
me, and we’ll do well. Let’s make some money.”
Then she left to change clothes, leaving the scent of her perfume to stick in
my nose for a lingering moment, obscuring less pleasant smells around me. I
couldn’t help but think she was too delicate for this sort of work. Back home,
sure, but here? This place would eat even a tough woman alive.
I elbowed my way to the stage entrance. Apparently all the new acts start
on stage doing their ‘A’ work, and then they take up one of the pedestals out
in the floor area and dance around a pole, or they end up in one of the
suspended cages. You put some money or valuables in a tray at the base of
the cage, and the dancer slowly lowered her cage to dance closer to you if
she was pleased with your offering.
I was hoping she’d get a cage, because even as I watched, one woman
was torn down from her pole and handled rather crudely by a trio of less than
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savory patrons. They were enjoying putting their mitts all over her until a pair
of the club’s toughs set onto them with truncheons, cracked some skulls, and
escorted the dancer into the back. She was back out on the floor a short time
later with a new outfit on, since most of the already skimpy previous outfit
had been torn off her. As for the three guys who hassled her? They were out
cold and were thrown in the street out front. Still, the dancer was a bit
frazzled, and looked a bit roughed up around the eyes and neck from her
mishandling. Handle with care isn’t just for china your grandma is buying and
having sent through the post office, I guess. That thought put a short-lived
smile on my face.
Just then, the music changed, and blue lights pierced the haze. I turned
toward the center stage, where the curtains opened slowly, and Tira slinked
out. Dresses and the like look rather plain until you wrap them around a
three-dimensional form with a nice rack. Tira’s outfits had looked boring
when she bought them. I admittedly remembered nothing of them other than
they didn’t look very nice when she dragged me around to buy them, but now
she had them on. She wore some blue gauzy number that wrapped around
her like a mummy almost, but it was sheer enough that I could see the darker
flesh of her nipples even through a dozen Layers of the stuff.
I was already getting a semi before she started dancing, but when she
started gyrating and all… I was fighting off a full-blown hard on. Her lithe
body twisted and contorted as she slowly removed Layer after Layer of the
outfit. A guy in a totally black outfit, or at least I think it was a guy from that
single glimpse I spared for them, held one end of the cloth as she spun and
turned gymnastically, divesting herself of yet another Layer of sheer cloth.
I’m not into interpretive dance or any of that bullshit, but this was titillating,
both literally and figuratively. The guy was so darkly dressed that it was hard
to tell he was there, and frankly, no one paid attention to him, so it looked like
she was some ethereal comet slowly unraveling. A second and a third darkly
dressed actor helped hold up more of the cloth so that it trailed across the
stage like a string draped across branches and going from tree to tree in a
forest. All the while she continued to turn and pose in tune with the music,
each position more graceful than the last.
I took my eyes from her for a moment and drew a breath finally. I saw that
the whole crowd or at least the ones not passed out or not too stupid to
notice what was going on had grown quiet and watched intently. Most of the
other dancers had stopped too, though I think they always took breaks while
there was an act on the big stage. I don’t blame them. It must be tiring to
shake your ass for such a long time. You’d need stamina and leg strength to
do it as a career, especially if you consider that good help is hard to find, and
the women who make the club a lot of money are often made to pull long
shifts.
As Tira’s act came to a close, culminating in her almost complete and total
nudity other than a couple straps of cloth that wouldn’t collectively make up
an eye patch, the crowd around her began hollering and throwing money and
I think some jewelry at the stage. She was at the end of a raised runway, and
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I stood in front of her, though I was below her on at floor level. I had to push
more than a few people back, and I was glad that Tira had remembered to
tell the other crew that I was looking out for her. They eyed me at first,
thinking I was just another guy with a swollen prick that wanted to paw at
their money-earning ladies, but then they realized who I was and what I was
doing.
There was one suspicious-looking guy who watched her from a couple rows
back; I didn’t like the look in his eyes, but I guess I could say that about most
of the louts and jackals in the joint. I lost sight of him when I had to pull some
scrawny guy down off the runway. There’s always some jackass that has to
ruin it for everyone else. He flailed around and gave me a fat lip for my
efforts, so I slugged him in the temple and left him on the beer and pisscovered floor for one of the other guys to drag outside.
Tira began to gracefully back away, swooping her limbs like a butterfly
fluttering off in a summer breeze. As she went into the back to change her
outfit for her time out on the floor, some kid, or I suppose it could have been
a midget, came out and swept all the money and gifts into a tray. He carried
the tray back for processing and whatever else had to happen before Tira got
her share.
I had some time to kill, so I milled around the crowd, looking for people who
might be trouble so that I would have my eye open for them if they came over
toward wherever Tira ended up being stationed. I was hoping to see that guy
from before, the one with the look I didn’t trust, but I couldn’t find him. Why I
suspected him more than any of the others, I really couldn’t tell you. He might
have even been human, which should have been less conspicuous than
most of the freaks around me that passed for people hereabouts, yet
somehow it wasn’t. Maybe we see a greater potential for evil from those like
us, because we know what we are capable of ourselves, and I’m no saint by
any means.
I just saw something questionable in another human about these parts,
because he must have been in my same predicament. Why was he here in
this club? How long had it been? How could I get back to my old stomping
grounds in Chicago? Why was I here? The questions almost made my head
spin, so I drowned them with a quick gulp of some drink wandering by on a
tray. It tasted like rotting melon, but the taste was enough to make me forget
my questions.
I poked my head back into the dressing room for two reasons: one of them
being to check on Tira, and the other to see some nudity. She waved me off
immediately, being too busy fastening on her second costume for her turn on
one of the pedestals. As to mission two, there was only modest success.
Another one of the dancers gave me a less than innocent smile as I gave the
room one last look before leaving. She wasn’t pretty, but she had a pulse,
she was female, and she had a fairly decent figure – that made her my type.
Nothing came of it though, because I was on the job, and I take my duties
seriously.
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When Tira was done dressing, I escorted her to the pedestal she had been
told to set up on. She hadn’t been assigned a cage like I’d have liked, but
you gotta deal with the hand you’re dealt. Again, I had to get physical and
‘deal a few hands’ to some patrons. Some people just don’t seem to care that
I mean business, and the alcohol doesn’t help. Well, those fuckers were
sporting lumps for causing me trouble, and after a few of them tasted my fist,
they started to give us more room.
I boosted Tira up onto the pedestal, some four-foot square with a small
trough around the edge for money, and a pole in the middle of it that ran all
the way up to the distant, smoke-concealed ceiling. I took a step back and let
her customers step up to watch, but not before warning them all to keep their
hands off the goods.
Tira is a charmer, I’ll tell you that much. All she needed was a smile and
some encouraging words, and the fools around her started parting with their
valuables. I think she had a deal with one of the waitresses too, because she
kept the drinks coming in a steady flow, and the drunker the crowd got, the
more money they parted with.
She shook her ass like it was her lifelong ambition to do so, but some local
Joe forgot my warning, and tried to make a move and pull Tira down off the
pedestal. Well that didn’t sit right with me, so I sent him down for a nap on
the floor minus a few teeth. It seems some of his friends took offense, and
three of them came at me at once. I tell you, we’d been out there thirty
minutes, maybe forty-five, and they were already falling over themselves to
get a piece of me.
Three on one wasn’t really fair though, not for them. This was made clearer
when another bouncer, who made me look small, came over and gave a dirty
look to anyone who had the slightest ambition of thinking about stepping in to
help those losers. So no one stepped in on our little tango even after it was
done. When it was all over, the rest of the scum kept their distance a little
better.
I don’t mean to make myself sound like a total hardass, but a lot of the alien
species of this and the previous two worlds I’d been on were a lot less
physically imposing than me. Still, I couldn’t turn my back all night and my
fists were starting to ache from so much use in so little time. I knew I would
have to switch to some brass knuckles or a billy club soon. When Tira took
finally her break, I expressed my concerns, but she just told me she needed
to do another couple stints on the pedestal, and then we could go. I couldn’t
really argue with that, since a four-hour shift was actually really short in that
line of work, but then she must have made the owner a lot of money during
her main stage display.
I think the crowd sensed my worsening mood, and my ‘I dare you’ look
made them leave us alone for that next turn she took on the pedestal. It was
just more of the local variety of pathetic slobs and drunken losers just happy
with staring, so I started to relax again. Then, during her last turn on the pole,
some nasties came over. They stunk of trouble from moment one.
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Most people around us looked vaguely human, like I said before, but these
four guys were not of that sort. They were all scaly and a head taller than me.
That’s saying a lot, since with my boots on I stand about six and a half feet
tall. They weren’t even remotely human, other than having an upright stance
and the correct number of limbs that were all in the right places. I guess they
were some sort of lizard or something from the green color and the scaly
flesh, like iguanas with pants on. I gauged them to be about three hundred
and fifty to four hundred pounds each. I wasn’t looking forward to messing
with them, but hey, it’s my damn job and I’m not one to shirk at my duties.
Tira was wiggling her business to whatever alien techno-trance synthesizer
tune was playing at the time, and one of the lizard guys said something to
her I couldn’t understand. She apparently did and shook her head at him.
When he kept talking to her, she gave me a worried look, though being a
professional she never missed a beat dancing. I stepped around some
schlubs to go over and have words with the big green bastard. Tira chose
that exact moment to bend down to gyrate her hips in some guy’s face as
she took a necklace or something from him. That’s all fine and dandy, except
her back was half-turned to the lizard guy, and he grabbed her around the
waist and pulled her bodily off the pedestal.
Now these pedestals are about four feet tall, so that gives you an idea how
big these guys are if they can just reach out and pluck a full-grown, albeit
small, woman off her perch. I brought the bottom side of my hand down with
a savage chop on the lizardman’s elbow. Even if he wasn’t human, he must
have had nerves there, because his arm went dead from the elbow down,
and his scaly face parodied a human grimace of pain. I was lucky at that. His
flesh might have been a lot harder.
“Best leave her alone, pal.” I bellowed at him as I tore Tira from his grasp.
I think all this really surprised him, because he just stared at me for a
moment. It’s also fairly possible that he didn’t entirely understand my words.
Hitting people is a universal language though, so he understood that much
from my love tap just moments before. Nevertheless, his pause was long
enough for me to get Tira behind me. The crowd, not wanting to get between
this brute and me, began to disperse. I could see other bouncers working
their way through an uncooperative mass of people to help out.
That’s when the scaly jerk pulled out a blade. It looked like blackish-colored
glass to me, but I wasn’t going to play around. In a strange world, who knows
what that thing could do? It was long enough to kill me if I wasn’t careful, and
he seemed to know how to use it.
“The lady and I would like some alone time.” The lizard drawled sloppily, his
tongue lolling around the corners of his mouth.
“I happen to know her schedule, and she’s booked up. Why not find another
lady for the night?” I suggested, really my last cordial effort before I started
laying down the law.
He gave me a long look, taking special note of the pair of Desert Eagles I
had drawn to point at his chest. I’m pretty sure he knew what guns were,
because he did back down. Scaly hide or not, I was fairly certain my bullets

 46 

 In Roam 
would tear through him with ease. His three friends started to surround us
even as I backed up, but something made them halt.
I risked a glance to my side, following their gaze. That guy from before, the
one I had assumed was a stalker or something, stood there with a strange
rifle lowered at the nearest green-skin. He was human all right, dark-haired
and all business from the look on his face. I just hoped he was on my side.
Being that ‘my side’ tends to be a pretty narrow path to walk, I knew I’d settle
for him just not being an enemy at that particular moment. I had four of them,
and that was looking like more than I wanted. Solo, no problem, but with a
charge to guard, that really limited my options and cramped my fighting style.
“I think I more than even the odds, gents. Now why don’t the four of you let
the nice lady leave?” The other guy said.
I figured the desperado must be have been known in those parts or
something, because the lizard with the glass blade told his guys to back off.
At least, that’s what I assumed the slithering and grunting noises he made
meant when they eased off.
“This isn’t over.” Was all he said to me before sheathing his blade and
leaving with his friends.
Once I was sure they were gone, I turned to our surprise backup. “What’s
your
story?”
I
demanded.
He shrugged and tucked his rifle into the folds of his heavy coat. “You’re
welcome.”
“Yeah, thanks. Who are you?” I still wasn’t sure this guy was on the level,
so I took a good long look at him.
He had dark eyes and dark hair. He looked a bit Spanish from his coloring,
with smooth skin and a smile that I’m sure made women’s hearts start
fluttering if he looked at them just so. Yet his clothes and his manners
promised a sort of danger and a number of secrets as well. This guy had
seen some action.
“I am Trevor Laredo, and I’m pleased to meet you, too.” He tipped a hat
he’d produced from somewhere. “Those guys will be waiting for you outside
when you leave. I can help you get past them. I have a score to settle with
them anyway, and I don’t want to see the pretty lady get hurt just because
you can’t protect her by yourself.”
No one tells me I’m inadequate, least of all a smooth-talking barfly, resident
hardass pervert, or whatever he was. Maybe it was because I’d already had
to swing my fists around a lot, but something in me was leaning toward
letting the guy go without a trip to the hospital. There were a lot more lizards
than I, not that I was scared at all. I was just trying to be smart enough to see
that I could use help if push came to shove. It was Tira’s decision though. I
kept my guns ready just in case.
“What do you think?” I asked her.
She gave Trevor a hard look and then turned back to me. “I think we can
trust him.”
Well, I’m not sure that was good enough for me. “You’re certain? It’s a bit
strange to hop into bed with strangers like this.”
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“Have you met anyone else who was willing to shoot with you instead of at
you?”
She had a point. I guess if that’s what it took to get out of this dive. I could
always ditch him, or them, later. I shrugged finally and turned to him. “Got a
place to lay low?” I asked. It was always best to have some place in mind to
move toward instead of just fleeing in a random direction.
Trevor nodded and grinned. “I have a place.”
“Get your stuff, Tira. Let’s make a move.” Then I added, “Don’t forget your
pay either. Something tells me we won’t be back.” Au revoir, scuzzhole. I
wouldn’t be missing this shitbox, that’s for certain.
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 Tossing Slugs 

Tira was ready to go fifteen minutes later.
Leave it to a woman to take fifteen minutes to dress when there’s danger
about. I can pull on some pants and a shirt in all of thirty seconds flat, but a
woman has to look pretty in case she dies or something like that. Sure,
maybe it makes me a misogynist for saying something like that, but I don’t
really care. True is true even if I’m a jerk for pointing it out.
She was wearing a bike suit or something. Being fashion-challenged as I
am, I don’t really know what it was, but it was the most covering thing I’d ever
seen her put on, even if rather tight. Maybe she was trying to go incognito for
once.
“We should go out the front.” Trevor suggested, looking at the two of us
from beneath the brim of his dark hat.
Tira looked surprised, likely mirroring my initial expression. “The front?” She
repeated.
I didn’t like the idea any more than she did, but I could see what Trevor was
thinking. “They’ll expect us to sneak out the side or the back, and even if they
don’t, there’ll be a crowd at the entrance to cover us until I can recover my
bike.”
Trevor nodded. God he was smug. I hoped we weren’t making a mistake.
With a sigh and a shrug, Tira relented, and we moved toward the entrance.
Trevor and I flanked her, clearing a path through the crowd like a pair of
icebreakers through icy Soviet waters.
“I’ll take a look around first.” I suggested, wanting to get out of the bar
ASAP. I find that when something potentially bad looms ahead, it’s best to
cut to the chase and be done with it instead of procrastinating.
“No. Let me do it.” He said, expecting no argument. “Which side are you
parked on?”
I pointed to the right of where I was standing. I figured if he wanted to be my
bullet shield, let him do it. I was just trying to be a nice guy.
Trevor thought for a moment. “I’ll head to the left immediately, and draw
them away if they’re there. If they’re not, I can get across the street and lay
down suppressing fire if you need it. Just get her on the bike and get
moving.”
Sounded like a plan to me. Simple is often better than complicated.
“Where will we meet up then? In case we get separated.” Tira asked,
proving she was more than just a piece of ass. Rather, she was a piece of
ass that thought occasionally.
“Hold out your arm. I’ll mark it on your Key Tool.” He said this to the both of
us.
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She proved more trusting than me, holding out her arm for him while mine
remained steadfastly at my side where I could draw a gun. He pulled up his
own sleeve to expose a Key Tool we hadn’t known for certain that he owned,
and then did the same with her sleeve to bare hers. I couldn’t tell exactly
what he did, but I believe he spoke to his Key Tool by calling it ‘Clint.’ He
must be some sort of western movie fan or something. I noticed his seemed
to have been modified as well, since it was bulkier than mine, if not as
covering of the arm as Tira’s.
When he was done, there was a silver mark on the compass rose of her
Key Tool. He nodded and said, “We’ll meet there if we get separated or
otherwise. Try not to head straight there, but instead run a roundabout
course of getting there.”
That was the last thing he said before slipping past the flunky-guarded,
battered pair of rusty doors that comprised the main entryway. I counted to
twenty and moved out after him, keeping Tira just behind me. I gave her a
reassuring look before we left, because her nerves looked shot already, and
not a single bullet had been fired. Needless to say, I had a Desert Eagle out.
I would have had both of them, but I was going to need one hand to unchain
the bike and start it up.
Luck seemed to be on our side so far. There was no sign of the four lizard
guys even after I slid through the crowd of hornballs vying for the next entry
into the club and rounded the building. I stepped around the corner of the
building to get at the place where my bike was chained under a decrepit
awning of some sort, as I had left it.
Again, there was a collection of trash around my bike, of the living sort. A
few threatening words and a good look at the nickel-plated fun in my hands
cleared out the street urchins and molemen like there was a booze giveaway
attended by a pair of women sharing a single bikini on the next block, but
their stink lingered even while I unchained the bike. I had just finished that
when I caught a glimpse of the four greenskins lumbering my way.
Apparently one of the filthy pieces of shit I’d sent scurrying away from my
bike went to tell them where we were. I guess it just doesn’t pay to be nice. I
should have shot the lot of them.
“That’s just great.” I grumbled. At least they didn’t seem to have any
firearms on them. “Get on the bike.”
She hesitated, and I repeated myself while bodily lifting her onto the bike. I
hopped on in front of her, thrust the key in the ignition, and throttled up. I
gunned it and people scattered away, trying to avoid the lizardmen coming
from one way, and my bike from another, as I careened wildly into the
crummy path they would probably call a street.
Looking back, I blame myself for what happened next. I should have
expected a group of guys, or even lizards, to have friends. Maybe if the
crowd hadn’t been so thick, it wouldn’t have happened as it did. People
obscure sight as well as any building or wall sometimes.
We crossed the street, quickly pulling away from the four greenies I’d made
friends with earlier, and started toward Trevor’s position. Abruptly, something
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entered my path and struck me dead across the chest. I only caught a brief
glimpse of something oblong, probably a pole or fencepost, coming at me in
a baseball swing fashion. It splintered into pieces around me, and I felt ribs
crack as I took a spill from the bike. My Harley kept going, dumping Tira not
far from where I kissed gravel – they didn’t really have pavement. I was still
seeing stars when the gunfire started. An arc of blue light passed half a
dozen feet from me, tearing a hole through the chest of a lizardman I hadn’t
seen before. He might have even been the one who struck me. Two more
stepped past their dead companion to come after me.
I was halfway to my feet, on one knee, when the nearest one swung at me.
I pulled my head back, windmilling my arms to keep from falling flat on my
back, and he missed. The fetid air of the streets whiffed past my nose, blown
there by his anxious fist. They’re surprisingly quick though. He lashed out
with another jab and rocked my head back, saving him from the shot I made
for his heart, which went wide and just under his armpit. I half expected my
neck to break after the way it snapped back, but it didn’t. For the second time
in a minute, I was lying on the gravel and feeling not very happy about it.
He made the mistake of thinking I was finished, so when he bent down to
deliver the killing blow, I shot him in the chest… twice.
The greenskins don’t cry out in pain like humans do; it’s a throaty roar from
the depths of their giant lungs, except that his were probably filling with
whatever functioned as blood in a lizardman. That’s what I was hearing as I
rolled away and shot the other one in the leg. Now I hadn’t forgot about Tira,
but I was just too busy trying to catch my breath. My broken ribs sawed at my
side like I’d been stabbed, and lights were dancing in my eyes like some
kindergarten brat was throwing glitter at my face to blind me. Still, I was
doing a job, and I was being paid to notice that one of them had laid their
hands on my charge. That is a no-no, especially when I’m already pissed.
Another arc of light, presumably from Trevor’s fancy rifle, scorched the air
behind me and scored a hole in the guts of one of the four greenskins from
the club. While these three by me had been occupying us, those four were
quickly catching up and closing the distance I’d put between us in the few
moments we’d actually been riding my bike. Well, of the three nearest me,
one was dying from chest wounds, another had a smoking hole in his chest
as he laid face down on the pea stone, and the last had a leaking wound in
his thigh that hadn’t stopped him from grabbing Tira.
I still had the chain from the bike wrapped around my arm. I wasn’t going to
sit there and put it away while angry people with weapons were coming after
us, so I still had it in hand. I stepped over and whipped it around the neck of
the greenskin who was holding Tira. When the end had swung completely
around, I wrenched down with all my considerable strength, and I’m fairly
certain it crushed the throat of that big scaly bastard. He let go of Tira and
grabbed for his ruined throat, while Tira scrambled away shrieking. He fell to
the ground a few paces away and did one of those eye-bulging, bodyshaking, struggles for breath.
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I heard shouts from all around us. I didn’t know if it was the authorities,
more lizardmen, or what, but I knew this was going downhill fast.
“Get the bike back upright!” I shouted over at Tira, coughing up a bit of
blood. Ribs are not something you want to break and then still move about a
lot.
As she summoned a mighty effort to stand the bike back up, I emptied a clip
into the three left alive. Trevor put the finishing touches on one I’d perforated
by tagging him with that blue laser beam of his, whatever it was. Still, the
leader of the group was left standing. He must have had some body armor
on, because my bullets were having no effect on him.
Like an upright bull, he put his head down and charged, glass blade waving
in front of him. I gave ground as he charged, sidestepped as he neared, and
took a crack at the ugly mug’s face. For his size, he was fast. His head jerked
to the side, and my bullet carved a nice trail along the side of his head
instead of giving him a third eye. Yet even as I dodged to the side, I could
feel his blade score my side, piercing through my leather jacket to lay my
side open all the way down to the cracked rib bones. I fell then, tripped up
and pulled down by the one I’d shot twice in the chest. They’re durable, these
greenskins, to take punishment like that and still pull me down.
I must say, falling unexpectedly and heavily with a few broken bones jarring
about is an excruciating experience. Tira came to my aid then, and I’m not
proud to say it.
Somehow she’d managed to find my shotgun. It must have been jarred
loose when it crashed. My ears echoed with the sound of my sawed-off
Remington putting a slug through the cranial plate of the greenskin who had
grappled me to the ground. Another blast of blue fire lanced past us, relieving
the leader of the arm he’d been using to wield his dagger. The arm lay on the
ground nearby, still tightly clutching the knife colored with my blood. Stabby
was still bellowing in pain as I shook loose the greenskin’s dead hands and
picked myself up off the ground.
I’d have finished him, but I could see more of them descending on us from
the alley across from the club, and I was losing a lot of blood, which happens
to be something you sort of need that to fight. I climbed onto the bike,
vaguely aware of Tira’s arms wrapping painfully tight around my midsection
as I sped off. Twice more Trevor fired, that I could hear, keeping pursuit off
our tails. Had I looked back, I’d have seen that our gunfight had claimed the
lives of half a dozen innocents who had gotten in the way. Add that to the
greenskins we’d left lying in the street, and you had a body count around a
dozen.
As to the innocents, we found that out the next day. I know better than to
feel remorse for them. Wrong place, wrong time… it happens every day.
I don’t remember how we got to Trevor’s safe house, only that we did. By
that time my side was sticky with a mixture of sweat, dirt, fresh and dried
blood, and the tatters of my jacket. Consciousness was threatening to leave
me, but I kept awake long enough to let Trevor clean me up and sew me
shut. Then I made sure Tira was all right.
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After that, fuck any other concerns. I’d done my job. As for Trevor and how
he fit into all of this, he’d have to wait until morning. I had a feeling that he
had pulled us into something bigger than he had let on, and I don’t like to
muck about other people’s troubles. I make enough of my own.
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 Trust 

The smell of food woke me up.
As I’ve said before, a man like me operates best on a full stomach, and I
knew I could really use a little sugar in my system after losing as much blood
as I had the previous night. The stitches in my side pulled as I sat up on the
narrow cot that Tira and Trevor must have placed me on last night. I slid my
hand over the bandages that covered the stitches. There was no fresh blood,
but I could tell they’d soaked through in the night.
Being no stranger to doctoring my own wounds, I peeled away the gauze
and bandages, wincing briefly as the mass of dried blood and cloth came off
and tugged at the stitches where they’d dried into the congealed mess. I took
a clean cloth – there were unused bandages, a basin of water, and clean
cloths sitting on a stool beside me – and carefully cleaned the wound. I
smeared a dab of the provided unguent up and down the wound, and
redressed it before trying to find my shirt.
I found it in the trash. It looked like they’d cut it off me, and it was far beyond
repair. I fished it out anyway, for sentimental value. I might be able to make a
bandana or something out of it sometime, and that was better than losing it
altogether.
Then I ambled around the cluttered apartments of Trevor’s hideout, safe
house, or whatever one might call the place. I found my bike eventually. It
was in front of a sliding metal bay door I vaguely remembered rolling past
sometime late last night or really early this morning. Of course, my estimates
of time were based solely on my internal clock, since I had no way to see
outside.
My spare clothes were still with the bike. I slid my shirt onto the arm of the
wounded side first, and then pulled it over my head. I managed to get the
shirt on without a whole lot of pain, which is always a plus. It made me a bit
angry though. I was unsatisfied with the way things turned out last night. That
the end result should be me struggling to get dressed, that just wasn’t good.
As I knelt to examine my bike, I could see that the chrome had been
scratched pretty badly in a few places on the right side of my bike. I plopped
my duff down on my bike, ignoring the twinge through my side as I did so –
such pain was worth it to regain contact with my bike. I ran a hand through
my hair. It was hanging loose about my face; I pulled it back behind my
shoulders, which is difficult to do with an injury like I had. Then I sat there
thinking about the lizardmen for a few minutes.
I heard footsteps behind me, but I could tell from how light they were that it
was Tira, and not Trevor. Of course, I was watching her reflection in the
chrome of my bike’s scratched exhaust pipe, too. I’d have known even
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without that though. You’ve gotta be aware of your surroundings and use
your senses.
“You’re awake?” She asked.
“Seems so.”
“How’s the side?”
“Fine. I’ve had worse.” I said shortly. I don’t need sympathy for a pounding I
earned fair and square, even if I wasn’t happy about it.
“I haven’t given you your cut for last night. Figured I’d give you half after all
that happened.”
At first I thought she meant cut as in what I had gashed into my side, but
then I realized she was talking about the money she’d earned. “Keep it for
now. We won’t be able to spend it here I don’t think. They’ll come after us
again if they can find us, and I don’t doubt they will.” I shrugged.
“Trevor was thinking the same thing. He’s working on getting us to the next
portal.”
“Oh?” I was actually more interested than I let on.
“Yeah. He’s got a tank or something he’s fixing up to carry us out of here.”
That sounded interesting to me, if strangely too convenient. I’d have to take
a look, but my stomach growled as I stood to go find Trevor.
“I cooked something.” She announced, as if proud of herself for doing
something culinary.
“I smell it.”
“Hey, it’s not that bad, asshole!” She snapped at me, crossing her arms
defensively.
I gave her a hard look. “Did I say it smelled bad?”
“Oh.” She looked embarrassed.
“I know you’re not Betty Crocker already, so just lead me to the food. I’ll eat
anything right about now.”
Trevor was already sitting at the counter with a plate full of food, and a mug
of what I hoped to sweet Jesus was coffee. I needed a caffeine pick-me-up
and some aspirin, but I’d settle for just the coffee. Two more plates were
already set out, so I took the stool across the grey countertop from Trevor.
Without asking, Tira loaded my plate up with what looked to be a fried mix of
meat, onions, and potatoes or something along those lines with only very
minor scorching here and there.
My plate was half gone by the time she sat down next to me to eat her own
food.
“Well?” She asked, looking first at Trevor, and then almost reluctantly at me.
“Not bad.” He said.
I grunted in agreement and swallowed another fork full. As I chewed, I
found myself a mug and poured myself a cup of what I was now sure to be
coffee, or the local equivalent. I sat down again and went about emptying my
plate. The whole time we ate, Trevor and I watched each other, and I
imagine it was not much unlike two dogs facing off against each other to see
which one was going to back down first. That seems much more civil than
the ass sniffing our canine similars tend to do.
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“What kind of weapon was that last night?” I asked, breaking the tense
silence..
“Homemade. It’s depleted uranium slugs propelled in a charged ion stream.
It’s made from bits of technology I salvaged from three or four worlds.”
“I’ll pretend I understand what you said. Tell me what kind of penetration
ability it has, as well as magazine complement.”
“It has twelve shots per cartridge. It’ll go through three inches of the alloy
armor I use for plating on anything I feel like protecting. You’re not going to
find a native weapon that can match it on this world or most others. It’s
possible that some other Roamers – people who jump from world to world
with key tools – around here have something equivalent though.”
Roamers, eh? I’d not heard that before, but it made sense, all things
considered.
As to the gun, it seemed more than decent to me. In fact, that was quite a
weapon he had. I had a gearhead/techie type friend or two back home, and
they were always handy to keep around. I’d seen only a portion of Trevor’s
abode, and it was littered with a lot of miscellaneous junk that I was hard
pressed to identify much of. There was no telling what other kind of firepower
he had then. More than ever, I wondered what he was capable of and how
he fell in with those greenbacks.
Tira interrupted my train of thought by asking him, “So you jump from world
to world too? You said you had technology from other worlds, which means
you bought it or you got it yourself…”
He nodded. “I’ve been to about forty worlds now. Most aren’t worth
mentioning, but there were a few I liked, but none so much as this.”
“Let me guess, they’re all dangerous with crazies and aliens trying to plant
your corpse or kill you?”
“Not all. The inner few Layers are pretty calm, though none supposedly as
calm as the Prime Layer. As you get to the middle few Layers, they get more
savage, because it’s a clash between the chaos of the outer Layers and the
order of the inner Layer.”
“The Prime Layer, eh?” I prompted.
Trevor nodded. “Yeah. All of the Layers have a number of worlds, like tiles
on a soccer ball. Each successive Layer has more than the next. If what I’ve
seen and have been told is true, there’s a multiple of six worlds for each
Layer. So there are six worlds on Layer One, twelve on the second, eighteen
on the thirds, and so forth. The exceptions are Layer Zero, a.k.a. the Prime
Layer, and Layer Thirteen, which is a mess you’d be well advised to avoid if
a fifth of what I’ve heard is true.”
“Kind of like an onion then,” Tira ventured, turning over a piece of an onion
on her fork and studying it closely. “Each Layer is bigger than the next.” She
popped her miniature model of the universe into her mouth and chewed
happily.
Trevor, with his tour guide information like this, was turning out to be
handier than the Key Tool, supposing everything he said was true. “Tell me
more about the Prime Layer and this outer Layer.” I requested, wondering
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how forthcoming he would get before clamming up. This was still a safe topic
as far as I could tell, so if he wanted to earn our trust, he’d be forthcoming.
Trevor obliged. “Stay away from Layer Thirteen. Maybe there used to be all
sorts of worlds there, but somewhere or somehow the borders between the
worlds of that Layer broke down. Now it’s a jumbled mess with portals
everywhere, and the laws of physics don’t seem to hold any sway. Nothing is
as it seems and everything is potentially deadly – more so than any other
place.”
“And the Prime Layer?” I reminded him.
“Well, the Prime Layer is apparently the opposite. They say it’s all urbanized
like a factory. All the new Roamers come through there to be processed.
Somehow they’re randomly seeded onto the Layers, and given free reign to
roam with a Key Tool.”
I noted he kept referring to other people’s accounts of the Prime Layer. Did
that mean he’d not gone there himself? “How does this happen though?
Why? I don’t understand how I got here.”
He shrugged. “I really don’t know. In the two years I’ve been here, I’ve
asked questions and moved around, but no one knows how they do their
selection or why. No one that I’ve met anyway.”
Was this a true dead end, or just an evasion? I couldn’t tell. His face told me
nothing. I changed directions: “What’s this Tira was saying about a tank and
hopping worlds together?”
Trevor tossed his head, clearing his wavy dark hair back from his eyes.
“Sure. That’s the plan. You must understand the lizards will be here in the
next couple days or so. There are a lot of them.”
“Why did you pitch in then? You risked losing a lot. I’ve not seen everything,
but I know you have quite a collection of gear here, most of it not likely
replaceable. I can’t see why you’d risk bringing their wrath down on you in
such a way that they might trash this place even if they don’t manage to kill
you…” And there it was. I cut to the heart of the matters between us. His
answer would determine a lot.
“I’ve tangled with them before. It was just a matter of time before they came
after me anyway, so I wanted to hit them hard when I might have backup.
Surely you understand that.” He grinned knowingly. “You make the enemies
of your enemies your allies.”
Tira busied herself clearing the dishes and refilling our coffee cups as we
talked. I think she knew that she was out of her element here, and so she left
the talking to us. Still, she could have ran off on her own and left the two of
us to fighting, yet somewhere along the line she must have decided that she
was best off staying with us, at least until the next time she felt safe enough
to go off on her own.
As for me, Trevor and I continued our verbal sparring.
“I’m not sure I buy that. You’re going to surrender your whole home here
and run away just to help us?”
“What can I say? I’m a sucker for a pretty face.” Trevor winked at Tira, who
grinned back at him.
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“I’m passably fond of her too, but I wouldn’t give up my home for her.”
“Jerk!” She hissed and stormed off with an armload of dishes.
I ignored Tira’s halfhearted protest. “What’s the real deal here?”
“Let’s just say that I’m not well liked by their kind for various business deals
I’ve had that cut them off in ways that provided them with a bit of a fiscal
embarrassment. They weren’t able to cover their debts, and their credit
reputation was seriously damaged. That’s a terribly serious thing here, where
everything brought in from all the worlds can be bought.” He frowned and got
a contemplative look for a moment, but then blinked and caught my attention
fully. “We don’t see eye to eye, but I think we can help each other out here. I
need out of this place, and so do you. I don’t see why you’re so against
covering my back while I give you a safe ride out of here.”
“I just like to know what I’m guarding.” I returned, but I wasn’t going to guilt
trip into being some guy’s shotgun for hire. “You did pretty good last night,
but I don’t see why we can’t just shake hands and split up.” As I said this, I
looked over at Tira, who had resumed hovering and listening.
“I’m staying, Stiles. I think we need help.” She said this in a half-pleading
manner. “You’re all banged up, and we need to get out of this world as soon
as possible. I hope you see that, because you can’t take on all of those
guys.”
Sadly, she was telling the truth. I needed ammo. I needed time to heal, and
I had less than a quarter tank of gas. Still, I needed to get the best out of this
that I could.
“How are you with ammunition? I need a few more clips. I also want some
gas, or some way to get my Harley running on a fuel more common to these
worlds, if it’s at all possible. Do that for me, and I’m in.”
“And I get just an extra pair of hands and a pair of guns out of the deal?”
“For the most part.” Take it or leave it, it was what I wanted and needed.
Trevor frowned. “I guess that will have to do for now. I can get you ammo,
and upgrade your bike later. For now it’ll have to be loaded into the rig.”
“I can live with that.” But he damn well better know I plan to keep hounding
him about the bike, I thought to myself and grinned.
Trevor extended a hand and I shook it. Granted, he grimaced a bit when I
squeezed a bit harder than he did, just to show I wasn’t going to be a
pushover, broken ribs or not. Being the man he was, he did well to not let any
real pain register on his face. A guy who turns a wrench for a hobby isn’t
exactly a sissy anyway.
Tira looked cheerful at the prospect of our alliance, temporary though it
might be. She made a girlish squeal of delight that made me wish I could
sock her in the jaw, but then even I broke into a grin at the prospect of riding
in a tank of some sorts. I’m a firepower junkie, I tell you. Still, had I been back
home, shit like this would not have been necessary. I’m not a total loner, but
I’m used to doing my own thing without a crutch.
So ended our first breakfast together.
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I wanted to help out with the preparations, since I have some skills working
on cars or bikes, but one look at this rig of his he had stored in a garage of
sorts made me realize I was in over my head. It looked like an armored troop
carrier or something. It had three pairs of reinforced wheels the size of tractor
tires, gun ports along the side, and the slanted front window was tinted and
likely bulletproof. A large drop-down door opened into the back, with what
seemed to be every imaginable piece of tactical equipment lining the walls.
All told, the thing was probably twenty-five feet long.
Instead of working on the mechanical aspects of the rig, I checked the
weapons to get a sense of familiarity with its abilities, and then I loaded up
my bike, securing it in place so it wouldn’t fall while we were in transit. Trevor
pointed out his small arsenal to me around midday.
I have to say, for a grease monkey he really like his rifles. He had a dozen
rifles, most of which I couldn’t identify, though I’m sure given a few minutes I
could figure out how to fully service and use them; he also had a number of
handguns, and thankfully one of them used the same type of ammunition
mine did. I stocked up and then set about sewing my jacket back together
where it had been sliced through last night. It was nice to sew something
other than my own flesh up, which was how I’d learned to sew in the first
place, and I had the scars to prove that I had been a slow learner in that skill.
Then I took a seat out by the front entrance, watching the surveillance
cameras for the front door with my shotgun resting conveniently and
comfortably across my lap. It was all I could do, and I didn’t trust Trevor’s
estimate of two days for the lizardmen to find us. Angry men, or lizards, tend
to make things happen quickly when it comes to revenge.
“Trevor says he’ll be ready to go in a few hours. He’s working nonstop. I
guess there were some mechanical problems with the transmission or
something. Fixing cars isn’t my thing.” Tira announced, poking her head into
the room.
I shrugged. “It’s hardly a car, but yeah, I gotcha.” They weren’t the same
thing at all. Women. Yet if I mistook one piece of makeup for another, she’d
probably be all up in arms and give me a lecture on the merits and properties
of each. “I’m not too bad with cars, and maybe a few other common military
vehicles, but that thing is like nothing I ever saw during my stint in the
military.”
She didn’t really have a response for that. She just sat down on the chair
beside me and watched the monitor for a moment. I idly fiddled with my Key
Tool to give me something to do during the uncomfortable silence. As I did
so, I realized that I never really bothered to look at the portals in the world.
Maybe I was getting too used to this setting.
There was one blue portal, meaning it was only incoming, plus three purple
portals. One of them was where we came in, but we’d moved around so
much I didn’t know which one was which.
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“Magdalena, can you highlight the portal indicator that we came in
through?” In response, one purple light was promptly surrounded with a white
halo.
“Magdalena?” Tira repeated my Key Tool’s name questioningly.
“Yeah. Bad ass song… one of my favorites actually.”
“I was figuring it to be an ex-girlfriend’s name. Like maybe one you never
got over.” She grinned.
“Hah! Fuck no. I’m not one of those sprung bitches who gets women’s
names tattooed on his body or names a boat or other shit after them.”
She grinned more deeply; likely she was imagining me doing exactly the
things I just said I didn’t. It wasn’t all about women for me, not always
anyway.
“What world is this, Magdalena?”
“Location one-one by one-seven – designated as Market World.” My Key
Tool answered huskily.
“That’s quite a woman in there.” Tira teased, retreating out of the room to do
other things.
“Who names these worlds?” I wondered aloud.
I think I dozed then. I was probably still a bit woozy, and if you toss some
food in my belly, put a gun in my hands, and slide a chair under my backside,
it’s about certain that I will take a siesta.
Something banged into the front door, waking me. I don’t know how long
had passed, but when I looked at the monitor, I could see a dozen or more
greenskins gathered. One seemed to be trying to jimmy the door open by the
subtle method of smashing the keypad.
“Trevor!” I shouted through the intercom built into the security panel. I
pressed all four buttons, just to make sure he heard it no matter where he
was. “We have company. There are a dozen of them, maybe more.”
“Already? God dammit. Give me five minutes and we can go. The rest will
wait until we’ve made a pit stop on some other world” His voice called back
through the intercom.
“We may not have that long, so move it.” I suggested helpfully.
I got to my feet stiffly and readied my shotgun. There was a hidden gunport
on the wall just off to the side of the big metal bay door, so I took up my place
there, and took a potshot at the nearest greenskin. At such a close range, he
didn’t stand a chance – shooting lizards in a barrel if you will. I got a second
shot off before they realized where I was shooting at them from.
I was expecting some sort of retaliation, so I caught the heft of a spear
when it came darting in, and wrenched it free from whoever held it on the
other side. This aggravated them even more, causing them to start throwing
themselves bodily against the door. It wasn’t the strongest thing around, so It
began to buckle around the seams between the plates of the door.
You’d have thought, that with as prepared, as Trevor seemed to be, he
would have had a stronger front door. We were in a concrete bunker with a
glorified screen door out front. Who’d have thought it, eh? I took another shot
from the gunport, and danced out of the way of another spear as it came
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jamming through. Then a fist tore through one of the panels of the ten-foot
wide door. I put a hole through his palm, a souvenir courtesy of one of my
Desert Eagles.
They backed off then, dragging their two dead companions with them as
they moved out of the camera’s range to work on a new tactic. I took this
respite as an opportunity to tell Trevor to move his ass once more. I really
didn’t expect the door to hold up long when they came back and renewed
their assault, likely in another headlong and straightforward tactic. Already it
had given in a few places where the panels met, and as I saw it, one strong,
concentrated attack might be enough to break it down.
While I waited for the greenskins, Tira came up to give me a present from
Trevor. I smiled at the two canister style grenades she offered and sent her
back to the rig. I checked the monitor to make sure it was clear and moved
over to the door, where I attached a grenade so that the pin would pull out if
the door was torn off or buckled significantly toward the middle where they’d
already begun to break through. I probably could have waited and tossed
one through the hole in the door to blow up the lizards when they attacked,
but I had no idea how they were going to attack. These guys were not
catching me unaware again, nor was I in a big rush to be terribly close when
the grenade went off. At the very least, it’d be rough on the ears in an
enclosed area like this.
After I was satisfied with my trap, I retreated to wait behind the heavy desk
that held the monitor. It would shield me from shrapnel, debris, and some of
the sound when the grenade went off.
While I was ready for their attack, I was not completely ready for the
severity of their attack. One moment the approach to the main door was
empty, and the next a broken down vehicle was hauling my way with a half
dozen greenskins pushing it as fast as they could, like a Volkswagen
battering ram.
The door gave way with almost no resistance at all, and my trap went off. I
couldn’t see how many of the attackers were killed, but after I unplugged my
ears, I heard the telltale screams of pain that told me that at least a couple
were wounded. I stood up and emptied a clip into anything that moved,
adding to the screams of pain as well as silencing a few others when
greenskins fell to the ground dead. Past the smoke and tongues of flame that
danced on the upholstery of the broken vehicle and on the clothing of the
dead, I could see more of them coming. One was missing an arm.
I sent a couple slugs their way and retreated. Trevor and Tira were waiting
for me. The greenskins weren’t far behind me though. We had a minute
maybe.
“Go, go! They’ll be here any second.” I practically shoved Tira into the rig
and scrambled up after her, thumbing the switch to shut the rear hatch.
Trevor hopped into the control chair and tried to start the vehicle. It stalled
immediately. “Shit.”
“Yeah, you bet your ass that’s shit, especially if they’ve got some anti-tank
weapons. Now let’s get going. Start it again.”
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He took a breath and tried again. The rig shuddered as the engine roared to
life. It settled to a slight hum and he put it in gear. We lurched forward,
smashing through a thin false wall into a tunnel beyond it. The man was full
of surprises. That wall had looked very convincing, but I’d been wondering
exactly how we were going to get out. I figured he had something up his
sleeve.
It was a bumpy ride. We’d only been going a few moments when there was
an explosion behind us, audible even in Trevor’s rig.
“What was that?” Tira asked, clenching the arms of her seat with whitened
knuckles.
“The second grenade.” I answered with a grin, hoping I got the one-armed
greenskin with that last surprise. See? Even I am capable of wishful thinking.
Ten minutes of dark tunnel later, all three of us felt that falling sensation
again as we jumped to the next world.
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 Serge’s Harem 

“Location oh-eight by three-three – designated as Desert Harem.”
That’s what my Key Tool told me when I asked where we were next. I didn’t
have a window seat, so I couldn’t see what it was like, but I was already
starting to form a few expectations from the name alone. They were good
expectations. Still, I was sure that some sword-wielding maniacs, firebreathing goats, or syphilitic monkeys would ruin all my fun somehow. How
anyone normal lived longer than a few days in any of these worlds, I had no
idea.
“Do you know this place, Trevor?” I asked.
He glanced over at Tira, who sat in the other front seat, and then nodded
almost
reluctantly.
“It’s
quaint.”
“Quaint?” I asked, figuring that meant I would have to fend off rusty knives
instead of proper ones. Hooray for tetanus.
“Well, it’s all deserts, caravans, tent villages… camels.”
“Evil genies, boys in curly-toed shoes, princesses, and flying carpets too?”
He gave me a brief affirmative look that made my curse under my breath.
Why wasn’t there any safe world where the worst thing I’d have to worry
about was getting too bad of a hangover or running out of money before I’d
had my fill of women? Instead, we were being chased from world to world by
all eight flavors of ugly critters.
“I'm gonna mess with some of this shit back here.” I announced, more of a
warning than asking permission.
“Go for it.” Trevor replied boredly. “The surveillance gear should be on the
left side of the vehicle, if you want to look outside that is.”
“Yeah, that’s the ticket.”
I set about pulling up a view on one of the external camera monitors, while
paying a moment of attention to the weather information that came up first.
Seemed to be rather hot outside and windy as well. That meant a possibility
of sandstorms in a desert, which made me doubly happy to be in a climatecontrolled and armored vehicle instead of cruising on my bike.
“Won’t people get weirded out when we drive up in this tank thing and
they’re riding camels?” Tira wondered aloud.
Trevor laughed. “Not really. I’m known in these parts. I come here every
now and then, even if it’s just passing through. It wasn’t an accident that my
home had a back exit that led to a nearby portal of a world I knew to be safe.”
“You’d still expect a little bit of culture shock.” She protested.
“I imagine that with all the Roamers jumping through the five hundred
worlds or so, they’re used to seeing strange things happen. I know more than
a few people who make a living supplying things they cheaply acquire in one
world to a world a few portals away that badly needs what they offer.”
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Though I didn’t look, I imagined that he grinned and thought he was being
really clever when he added, “The law of supply and demand is universal
regardless of which universe you’re in.”
I watched from my screen as we approached a camp of brightly colored
tents under the shadowy arms of some reddish rock. Not far off, a train of
some thirty camels and men paralleled our course, though our rig was much
faster than them even in the shifting sands.
The camp was set up between the crests of two rock embankments that
lifted above the sands of the surrounding terrain. I imagine the camp was
mostly out of the wind as well, which had to be appealing when you
considered that there were few windbreaks across the windswept dunes. The
few shrubs and trees that gathered around the camp were the only ones I’d
seen since I started watching the terrain around us via monitor. It was
probably an oasis.
“It seems pretty desolate.” She remarked as we rolled to a halt.
“Yup. There are only a few pockets of habitation like this, all clinging to life
wherever there is water. That’s why we’re going to have a place to stay here
– I brought water, and a few other necessities they will gladly accept in return
for shelter and protection.”
Trevor unbuckled his H-style seat harness and made for the back. I popped
the hatch, and stepped out ahead of him and Tira. A Desert Eagle
instinctively found its way into my hand when I saw a crowd begin to gather
around. They looked human to me, even with as little of them as I could see
in their coarse robes and head-coverings. That sort of clothes probably
protected them from the heat and the strong overhead light. Notice I don’t
say sun; the ambient light was just high, though there was no specific source.
“Don’t be afraid. They’re friendly.” Trevor said, patting my shoulder.
I snorted. Afraid I was not. I was cautious perhaps, but rarely if ever truly
afraid. I didn’t correct his misconception though, because he stepped beyond
me to speak to the robed men. The howl of the wind as it wound past the
rocky peaks of either side of the camp didn’t permit their conversation to be
heard at more than a couple paces, so I spoke with Tira instead. “Sure you
don’t want to cover up more?”
She still wore the bike suit ensemble of red and black pants and a shirtjacket of something akin to leather, though I’m sure it was not. A few of the
men gave her long hard stares of disapproval at her unbound hair, and the
glimpse of cleavage that showed because her riding jacket was unzipped
halfway.
“Fuck em. I’m not required to live by their code or whatever. We’ll only be
here a few days anyway.”
“Take this then.” I handed her a small pistol I’d taken from Trevor’s
weapons locker, with a full clip.
She palmed it and slipped it into her waistband after checking to make sure
the safety was on. “Thanks.”
“Seems like you know how to use one.” Girls with guns were dangerous but
sexy.
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“My uncle was a gun nut. He had a range in his backyard.” She explained.
“Doesn’t mean I want to use it though.
“My kind of guy.” I mused.
“Prolly was… womanizer, drunk, liked guns.”
“Definitely my crowd.”
Trevor stepped back over to us, apparently having reached an agreement
with the natives. I crossed my arms over my chest and stared down one of
the too-curious robed men. He looked away after a moment. Trevor waved
us up into the rig to talk out of the wind.
“They’ve agreed to put us up, provide we maintain the rules of the camp.”
He said, leaning in close and looking at both of our expectant faces.
“And they are?” Tira asked bluntly.
“No stealing, no killing or fighting – except in self defense. Above all, never
steal another man’s water.”
“That’s it? No staying away from their lusty virgins or don’t rub random
magic lamps because you’ll steal their wishes?”
No one else chuckled at my joke, but I did anyway. To hell with them
anyway.
“Women are seen as a commodity in this culture. They never marry, and
children are seen only as a possession of their fathers. The mother doesn’t
matter. She loses all control of the child after its left her body.”
“They best keep their hands off me then.” Tira said irately.
“Rape is a grievous crime here, so that would not happen.” Trevor told her.
“You may lay with a woman only after securing an agreement with her
owner.”
“Well I’m my own damn owner and I doubt I’ll fancy anyone with that
attitude toward women.”
“Umm.” Trevor looked back and forth between the two of us. “I told them
that Stiles was your owner. They wouldn’t accept the idea that you were
under your own control, and they knew you weren’t mine.”
I laughed aloud, despite a dirty look from Tira.
“What? I just met him, why should he have any say in who I straddle at
night?” She said indignantly.
“It’s only for a few days and I’m sure he won’t go renting you out to anyone
without your consent. It’s just a lie to protect you. There’s no reason to get
upset.” Trevor said diplomatically.
She wasn’t having any of it. “You’ve not just been ‘sold’ into someone’s
possession without so much as a word of
say in it.”
I was growing tired of this whole argument, and it’d just started, so I put an
end to it. “It’s just a ploy. You’ll be fine, so let’s go get some food and a place
to crash. I’m beat.”
“Try not getting knocked off your bike and stabbed next time then.” Trevor
suggested with a wry grin. And he thought my flavor of humor was bad.
He really loved to push it sometimes. Were it not for him knowing the way to
answers, having a sturdy ride, as well as an extra set of arms and weapons
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in a pinch, I’d have torn him a new one. He’d be picking his ass up off these
sandy dunes. It was lucky for him that he was useful to me, but that joke
would be the last one. No more freebies. Next time, it would be his ass.
Trevor dug out some supplies from the storage compartments: a few jugs of
water and trade items, spare clothes, bandages, and whatever else he must
have thought we’d need for the night, and handed them off to us. Then he
closed the hatch and led us to a round green tent where we piled everything
into a corner.
I must admit though, for a tent it was rather nice. Four cots were set up,
each with a cloth curtain arced around them to shield the sleeper from the
light and activities in the rest of the tent. I’m sure they weren’t a great sound
barrier though, but it was still a pretty nice feature. In the center of the tent
there was a table with folding legs and toward the back there was a small
metal stove which likely doubled as a heater for the cold nights. The floors
were carpeted with overlapped rugs of mismatched colors and designs.
“Not quite the flea trap I expected.” I said, announcing my opinion of the
environs.
Tira nodded, echoing my sentiment.
Trevor caught my eye and nodded toward the tent’s entry flap. “I want to go
toss some camouflage netting over the rig, and then there’s someone I want
you to meet, Stiles.”
“Who?”
“It’s a surprise.”
I hate when people play childish games with me, and my damn side was
aching. “Quit being cute. Who the hell is it?”
“A friend. He’s been to a lot more worlds than I, and he can probably
answer some of your questions.”
“There. Great. An Answer. Was that so hard?”
He scowled and lowered his brimmed hat over his eyes. Tira shook her
head and muttered what I think was ‘men’ with a derisive snort. With the
prospect of answers looming in front of me, I could give a damn what she
thought about my squabbles with Trevor. He still had to fix my damn bike,
too.
“Can I come?” Tira asked.
Trevor shook his head. “Best to stay here, hon. He’s kind of taken these
people’s views on women to heart, and he’d probably send you out of his tent
anyway.”
“Fine. Go play. Go have your sausage party. I’ll sit here and twiddle my
thumbs.”
So we did, ignoring her irritation at being the odd woman out. We went and
tossed some camouflage netting over the rig, staked it down, and then
walked up to the biggest tent in the camp. This tent had a sort of entry
chamber built onto it, albeit of cloth, and there were two burly guards
stationed there. From the smell of them, they’d been guarding it for a long
time without bathing.
Trevor simply stood there and said to them, “Tell Serge I’m here.”
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One of them nodded and entered the tent beyond, returning in a few
moments to hold the flap open for us to enter. I had no idea what to expect
really, but what I saw was beyond anything I expected.
Like a dragon’s hoard out of a fairy tale or something, piles of trinkets and
coins, ornate blades and primitive weapons, pieces of fancy furniture, and
dozens of lit candles littered the tent. There was almost no way you could
transport his riches with just camels, so he must not have been nomadic.
Amidst all of this, a great bear of a man sat bared to the waist on a pile of
cushions.
He had massive arms and a thick beard that blended into the coarse hair on
his chest and arms. He was thick, like three hundred pounds thick. It wasn’t
all chub either. He looked like he had some power to him. And, mostly
importantly, he had a Key Tool, though it was almost unrecognizable when
compared to mine. The Key Tool took up the better part of his arm. It looked
like someone had wrapped a technological cast around his entire lower and
most of his upper arm. I was feeling a bit of Key Tool envy I think.
“Serge, you’re still prospering I see.” Trevor said, stepping forward to shake
the big man’s hand when it was offered.
They seemed to have a good enough relationship that not a lot would have
to be said between them before they could get into the thick of things.
“Trade is good, especially with outlanders.”
I took one more look at the pile of junk and riches strewn about and asked,
“But where do you sleep?”
Serge responded with a beard-shaking laugh, a deep and noisy thing, much
like his voice. “Certainly not here when a tent full of women awaits me.”
“Sounds like a plan.” I said appreciatively.
Trevor went back to business. “Serge, I brought Stiles here to ask some
questions. He’s a new roamer, and as such, he’s curious about the nature of
the universe we now live in.”
“So what’s the holdup?” Serge asked. “Start asking. It’s about time for my
evening trip to the harem tent, and I grow impatient.”
They both looked at me, and I felt rather put on the spot. Normally it was me
who was pushing for things to get done quickly, and suddenly I was the
slacker. I took a brief moment to clear my throat as I thought.
“Who made this place?” I asked. That was a good, all-around sort of status
of the universe question that would hopefully not make me look like an idiot.
“Your guess is as good as mine. If you figure that out, you’ll be better off
than I am, or anyone I’ve ever met for that matter. There’s a different theory
on every world, and in every roamer’s head.”
Disappointing. “How do I get home?”
“He doesn’t ask the easy ones, does he, Trevor?” Serge asked, looking at
Trevor. The other man just shrugged and waited for Serge to answer. “Stiles,
you’re going to have to ask something a little less global and more specific. I
don’t know all the secrets of this universe, but I know some.”
“What are they Key Tools?”
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At this, Serge grinned. “They’re tools that are slightly out of phase with
reality. Each is attached to its wearer with extra-dimensional mental fiber, so
that it only responds to that one person. Depending on the upgrades, it can
heal, manipulate the local environment, alter matter, and create items or
food. They’re really quite handy.” He pointed to his own arm. “As you see,
I’ve got just about everything possibly attached to mine, as well as a few
modifications of my own.”
“Where can I get upgrades?”
“There’s a world a couple jumps away that has a few places that trade and
sell them. It’s called the Nexus. It’s probably your best bet.”
“I’ve been there. I know where to find the upgrades.” Trevor added.
“Looks like we know where to go next.” I mused.
“Are portals the only way to get to the next world?”
Serge’s grin at being able to answer the last two questions faded when I
asked this. “No. There is one more way, but it’s not worth trying. Most don’t
make it. Even I won’t venture in unless I’ve no choice, and thankfully it has
been years since I’ve had to do that.”
“What is it?” I demanded.
“There’s a series of barriers where each of the worlds meets another. You’ll
find one at the extremities of every world. Usually it’s a physical barrier, but
strange and dangerous things dwell there to keep the citizens of each world
from reaching the next. Without a Key Tool, they have no way to make it from
world to world.”
That didn’t sound that bad. “So there are mountains or maybe an abyss to
keep you in this world if you walk far enough?”
“Sometimes, though it’s often just an unfinished part of the world with
extreme conditions, much like a painting that has been drawn, but hasn’t
been filled in with color yet. Storms rage through those barriers: acid,
lightning, horrible winds… The creatures that live there are beasts of a
horrible nature. They’re the most dangerous things you’ll hopefully never
meet. It’s nowhere anything living should go.”
Well, maybe it was. I’d have to see it to believe it though. “What stops me
from just rampaging across a world and ruining it? Some of them don’t seem
to offer much resistance to someone wanting to cause a lot of mayhem.”
“Not much, especially on the outer few Layers where there are a lot of
worlds. The Wardens have too much work maintaining things.” Serge
answered.
“Wardens?”
Trevor nodded. “A pair of appointed guardians defends each Layer. They
have special abilities that allow them to maintain and upkeep their Layer.”
Serge smiled broadly, exposing a set of jagged teeth that had seen a bit too
much use. “My friend has the right of it, though Layer Twelve only has one
now. If all I’ve heard and seen is correct, the male warden died a few months
back. He was killed by a roamer no less.”
Trevor seemed surprised, almost worried, by this news.
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“Roamers are those of us who have Key Tools?” I’d heard the term used a
few times, but never bothered to get an exact meaning.
Serge nodded, an action that shook his considerable girth.
“So what’s the big deal with Wardens, and why are the outer levels in worse
shape?”
“Layers, not levels.” Serge corrected. “Due to the way Layers are laid out,
each one larger than the next, the further from the Prime Layer that you get,
the larger the area is that they need to patrol and upkeep. The Wardens for
Layer Twelve must to guard and upkeep seventy-two worlds, which is a
much harder task than that which faces the Wardens for Layer One. Layer
One only has six worlds, you see. That’s why Layer One is among the most
orderly, almost an extension of Layer Zero really.”
“So why didn’t they just elect another Warden for Layer Twelve? Or hell,
why
not
twenty
if
it’s
that
hard
of
a
job?”
“Who is going to do that? Who are this they you speak of?” Serge asked
me.
“Well, whoever runs the show, obviously.” I replied quickly.
“What if this universe just is as it is, or if it was created and left to its own
means? What if it’s run by machines and they’ve stopped functioning and left
us all to our own devices? What if the creators are dead and there’s nothing
to alter what is happening here?”
“Oh.” I said, trying to imagine a universe tumbling carelessly through space,
occasionally collecting people to play in its twisted little game. That was quite
a scenario. “This can’t be that large. These worlds aren’t that big.”
“You’re right. The central world isn’t even the size of Earth’s moon I don’t
think. Each Layer is stacked on top of that. It could just be one gigantic space
station orbiting a distant sun for all we know. It’s unlikely though. If anything
I’d say it’s a God’s playground or a technologically superior alien race’s
experiment.”
“So you see our problem, Stiles. People like Serge have been roaming for
years. I think thirty years in his case, and he’s found signs of people coming
here from Earth even centuries ago. One world here is practically like old
Rome, populated by people who might very well be descendants of ancient
Rome.” Trevor inspected the stitching on his hat after this, almost like he felt
guilty for butting in.
“So people have been abducted from Earth for centuries, dumped here, and
they just kept doing their thing? They had families here and built cities
instead of going home?”
Serge nodded, his thick beard shaking. “In some cases, yes. Other times I
think the worlds were built for a specific demographic that was abducted en
masse and then they were placed in it to occupy it. Seems a bit like
designing a zoo for humanoids. Not just Earth though. I believe dozens, if not
hundreds
of
worlds
are
routinely
‘recruited’
from.”
“That’s insane.” I stared at him in disbelief. How could anyone accept such
a fate? Why would they all give up and just live here?
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“Yes, it is. And that’s what you’re dealing with, on a scope beyond anyone’s
imaginings.” Serge replied, standing slowly, as it required a substantial effort
for him to get up.. “As for me, I’ll leave contemplating the nature of our
existence to you, since it is newer to you than I, and I have long since made
peace with what it is we do here. Besides,” he smiled lewdly, “I have more
pleasurable pursuits in mind.”
Trevor nodded toward the entry and we said our farewells, returning to
where Tira sat sullenly in our tent. My mind was racing with all the
possibilities, so much so that over the course of our evening meal she
coaxed out of me a lot of what I learned from Serge. Normally I’d have been
more secretive, but I was just so overwhelmed by what I’d heard that I
couldn’t keep it in.
By the time I laid down for the night, I had a headache to match the ache in
my side.
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 Tira’s Wish 

The next few days I convalesced, but not in the sponge baths, pudding
cups, and early lights out sort of retirement home way like you might be
thinking. I mostly talked to Serge and gambled. There were other ways I
could have spent that time in a world like this, but popping stitches while
popping other things was not something I wanted to do. I’ve done it before,
and it’s just not worth it – not so much because you scar worse, and I’ve got
scars a plenty, but mostly because of the added time it takes to heal when
your mending flesh tears open again.
I learned a dice game that Serge and his men played, and became rather
proficient at it. I tended to lose my winnings late in the night when the
alcohol, which tasted faintly of dates and old socks to me, caught up to me
finally. Once I was ‘deep in my cups’ as my gambling partners like to refer to
my inebriation as, I was rather easy to separate from my money. I took this to
mean that they cheated me, but hell, they left me with enough money to keep
playing and drinking with them every night, so I really didn’t care.
You’re probably wondering what I actually used for money, since they didn’t
take American currency. Well, they actually did take American money, as
well as anything else of reasonable value I had. Now, they didn’t give a damn
about paper money, but coins they would take, simply because of the metal
within them. And I always carried coins because they were handy for vending
machines, quarter beer nights, bathroom condom machines, and payphones.
When I wasn’t partying with the locals, I was working with Trevor on my
bike. He had loaded some of the materials he’d needed to swap my Harley
over to using electricity as a power source instead of good old internal
combustion. I realized that this meant I’d lose a lot of acceleration, power,
and likely that telltale noise a Harley makes when it hauls on by, but I really
didn’t have much of a choice if there was no gas to be had. I certainly wasn’t
switching to an ethanol-based engine, since I preferred to drink that instead
of put it in my tank. Plus, he assured me that we could increase the power
output later, and that electricity – in a myriad collection of varying wattages
and voltages – was the most easily accessible form of energy throughout the
five hundred worlds.
Granted, he had not been to more than forty of them or something like that,
but between his experiences and the travels of friends he had like Serge,
they’d seen over half of the worlds in our micro-universe. Therefore, I was
willing to accept their assertions about something like gas not being
available.
It was hard to imagine anyone roaming that much. I’d already seen four
worlds, and I was ready to settle down at the first one that remotely
resembled home, something that required a bar with some of the good stuff,
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a few greasy diners, a gun range, and a motorcycle shop. As it was, we were
more likely to ride into a cholera-infected medieval playground next, so I was
enjoying the first peaceful world I’d been to since I arrived.
It was ironic that a place that treated women like little more than cattle could
be so peaceful. Sure, there’s that underlying oppression of anything with tits,
but where women ran free, there was always war and fighting as we men
tried to possess women who played us against each other because they
yearned for power and wealth. Were they somehow responsible for setting
men against each other in every world? Somehow I doubt it. I’m not one to
empathize much with someone else’s problems, but it’s gotta suck to be a
woman half the time, even if only because they can’t pee standing up without
making a filthy mess of themselves.
It’s things like these that I thought about when I lay abed at night trying to
sleep and ignore the howling winds outside, which constantly buffeted
against the tent walls during the nightly windstorms. I’m not normally such a
contemplative fellow, and I blame such thoughts on idleness. These were
just whiskey dreams and the philosophy of a drunken man though. Men, all
men that is, have violence in their nature. Women do too. We’re a selfdestructive lot, yet we tend to build more than we destroy, just so there’s a
chance to destroy more in the next year.
Anyway, I’m not one to brood that much. I did enough of that in the
nuthouse. Perhaps it was the suspicion gained from my experiences in said
nuthouse that made me unable to trust Trevor. Something about him still
rubbed me the wrong way. He wasn’t half bad, but I just couldn’t get
comfortable around him, and at that point I doubted I ever would. Even when
he used his Key Tool’s medical upgrade to advance my healing, I just
couldn’t bring myself to wholly like the guy. He was just too slick. Perhaps I
saw some parts of myself in him, parts I didn’t like. Still, It was pretty
interesting watching that Key Tool go to work knitting my flesh together. It
probably cut my total healing time in half.
It was day five when the stitches finally came out. My side was stiff, but I
was ready for action. If I was gonna sit around, it’d have to be in a place like I
mentioned before, with some booze, a gun range, etc… So we were going to
have to decide what to do soon.
I could see how antsy Tira was to get moving, and I didn’t blame her. After
all, she had to stay most of the day in the tent and wile away her hours
working on her nails or hair or something. I think she also chafed under the
yoke of her role as my possession. Amusingly, it was like a dozen years of
my relationships with women all summed up in a few days. I’d just never
seen it spelled out so well before.
Was I going to worry about it though? Hell no. I’ve always been really open
about the fact that I don’t treat most people that great – women especially.
They do me more good on their knees than in any other function they might
perform. They’re rarely worth a damn in a fight, they spend a lot of money,
they can’t pack light when you travel, they take forever in the bathroom, and
they cop an attitude when they finally realize you really meant it when you
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said you only liked them for sex. Then they have the nerve to say you have a
cavalier attitude and act surprised even though you told them that all along.
Tira caught me alone one night, as I came back from another round of dice
with the guys. She was sitting at the table in the middle of our tent, and she
didn’t look pleased. “Nice of you to pause your partying long enough to come
back. Did you bring what I asked for?”
“Huh?” At this point I was rather blotto. Keeping awake was struggle
enough, let alone being part of a conversation. “What did you ask for?” I
managed to slur out.
“A bathtub. I feel filthy. I’m not allowed to go anywhere unescorted, and
these
people
seem
adverse
to
bathing.”
“They do dust baths. There’s not enough water to waste on baths.”
“To hell with that! How do you get cleaner by rubbing yourself with dirt?”
“I haven’t the slightest idea, and I’m not about to try.” I admitted.
“Which is why you stink like a week’s worth of sweat and booze.”
I shrugged. “It’s not like you’ve got to lay next to me and smell me,
princess.“ I declared a bit brusquely, and ambled toward my cot, where I
threw myself down heavily.
But she wasn’t done yet. She came over and pulled aside my draw curtain
so she could continue to gripe at me. “Why are we still here? Why haven’t we
moved on? I know you and Trevor are having fun being with the boys and all,
but I’m miserable.”
I sat up and smacked my lips, disliking the cottonmouth that was settling in
like bad weather. “Yeah, well he has the keys to the rig, and I’m not about to
steal his ride. Mine is still half-finished, too. We don’t have everything we
need, but apparently we will in a couple more jumps.”
“So let’s go already.”
“Look, I’m kind of enjoying a few days where I’m not getting shot at or
stabbed. So sue me if I don’t have much sympathy for you when you’re
sitting safely in this tent.”
“Fuck you.” She snarled. “You’re out banging the harem girls and drinking
and playing games all day. I sit here and read or sleep. I have nothing to do.”
“Want me to get one of the men in here to crank you down?” I asked with a
smirk.
Had I been standing, I’d have gotten a slap for that. I’m sure of it. Well, I
suppose she might have kicked me in the groin instead. Either way she’d
have struck me. Instead, she threw the cup she’d been holding at me.
Somehow I got my hands up to cover my face, and it glanced off the back of
my forearm.
“What the hell? Don’t throw shit at me!” Indignation is something you
manage really well when drunk.
“Then get me out of this shithole. Let’s leave tomorrow.”
“Talk to Trevor then!” I bellowed. “He’s the one keeping us here.”
“No, he’s waiting for you to say it’s time to go.”
“How’s that?”
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“You’re our unofficial leader. He’s just the driver. It was you that took up
defending me, and he just pitched in. Since then we’ve just been waiting for
you to recover so we could keep moving.”
“I’m just trying to find somewhere relatively safe to stay. I don’t want to be
your leader.” I said in disgust. What was I, their Robin Hood? I don’t recall
him having a Latino and a hooker in his party of Merry Men.
“What about home? You don’t want to get home?”
I shrugged. “Maybe. I haven’t decided. What’s the point if there’s
somewhere better than home here?”
“I don’t understand. How could you not want to get home?” Her face
crumpled into a hurt and confused look that was apparent enough even to a
drunk.
Unfortunately, all this thinking was making me sober up, so my next answer
was actually thought out. “Maybe home wasn’t as great for me as it was for
you. It was certainly no rose garden. I’ve got some friends there and such,
but it wasn’t so wondrous that I’m not going to be able to leave it behind if it’s
necessary or if I find something better. It would be all too easy to become
consumed with the need to get home. I’d rather find some measure of
contentment wherever I can instead of clawing tooth and nail to get back to
somewhere that kind of sucked if I think about it much.”
“A measure of contentment means pussy, beer, and guns I suppose?”
“Basically.”
“Classy,” she said disgustedly. “That won’t cut if for me though. I have a life
back home.”
“What, a husband who cheats on you with the office secretary and a couple
brats you have to haul to and from school in a minivan?”
“No.” She said, but when she looked away, I knew I had hit close to home.
She had something tying her to her home that she wouldn’t give up. I wasn’t
really that disappointed though. It just meant it would be harder to get into
her pants. “I just want to get home, is that so bad?”
“No. Just don’t ask for my help. It seems like a lost cause.”
“Oh.” She said quietly.
“You were gonna ask for help, weren’t you?”
She nodded. “There’s nothing I can do to convince you?”
I eyed her. “Maybe. I don’t think you’re really offering though, except that
you’re desperate, and I can get tail on my own. I don’t need to coerce,
blackmail, or take it from the desperate.” I turned back toward the entrance.
“Where are you going?”
“The harem tent so I can work out some frustration. See you tomorrow.” I
announced cheerfully, holding up my hand in an exaggeratedly cheerful
wave. “I’ll see about getting us moving again, though.”
I slipped out into the windy night and made my way to the harem tent. I had
a standing invitation from Serge to meet some of his lady friends, and it
seemed like as good as any time to take him up on that, especially since
we’d likely be leaving soon. What happened there is both predictable and
immoral, so I’ll just briefly gloss over it.
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The inside of the tent was luxurious. A dozen or more veiled women
lounged on piles of satin cushions – those that weren’t already servicing the
men of the camp anyway. Like our tent, there were curtains that divided little
areas off for a measure of privacy, but they did little to hide the grunting and
moaning behind them.
The women hadn’t seen many men like me I guess, so I had my pick of the
litter since I was rather exotic in a land where most men were dark and hairy.
They weren’t specifically my type, since I don’t usually do the ethnic thing,
but there were a few that were quite attractive nonetheless. There was no
small talk and no bullshit. It was just some no-strings attached fun. I tired
myself out and then fell asleep between two women. All-in-all, I must confess
it was a good evening.


When morning came, I disentangled myself from my unnamed partners,
dressed, and sought out Trevor. He and Tira were sleeping still, which
surprised me, because I’m not exactly an early-riser. It just meant that I had
something I wanted to do.
I nudged Trevor awake.
“What?” He asked groggily, and he looked like he was getting ready to grab
for a gun.
“We need to get moving.”
He sat up, ruffling his hair with his hand. “Why?”
“It’s getting old here. Places to go, people to meet, questions to answer.
You know the drill. Get directions from Serge if you need to, but I want to
meet the next guy you two know that might have some answers for me. Well,
that or work on my Key Tool a bit and finish the bike.”
He sat up and nodded. “Fine. Give me an hour to pack up. Wake Tira and
get your gear loaded up.” He yawned and rubbed the sleep from his eyes. “I’ll
go talk to Serge.”
“Sounds like a plan.”
I left him to brush past the privacy curtain that surrounded Tira’s cot. She
was sprawled out with a leg hanging off the narrow cot, and I couldn’t help
but chuckle. It looked like someone had haphazardly thrown her there and
she just hadn’t moved since. I slapped her ass to wake her up. It seemed like
fun, but she was less than pleased at the fashion in which I woke her.
“What?” She snapped at me.
“We’re moving out.”
Her eyes widened and the irritation faded immediately. “Really?”
“Yeah. Get up and get your shit on the rig.”
She needed no more encouragement.
It took the three of us an hour before we were ready to go. We had to say
our goodbyes to Serge, whose hospitality we’d been enjoying, some of us
more than others. It was brief, as Serge always had something else to do. I’m
not really sure what a heavy guy who sits in his tent an do all day, but he did
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most everything with a sense of urgency that was admirable for a guy who
likes to get things done. Then we were rolling across the windswept dunes
once more.
There were five portals in this world, and four of them were bi-directional.
Trevor apparently knew where to go, driving off toward one of the purple
lights on our Key Tools. I didn’t even bother to ask what the next world was
going to be. It wouldn’t make a difference. It was pretty much a given that it’d
be strange or unpleasant either way.
Right before we hit the next portal, which was a passage through a
mountain this time, Tira turned to me and said, “Thank you.”
I simply nodded and gripped the arms of my chair. The falling feeling came
just a moment later and then we were in another world.
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 Captive Audience II 

“Why do you tell me all of this? Do you think I care to hear your amorous
tale?” She demanded.
That was actually a good question, coming from whom it did. “I cut it short
for your sake.”
“Yes, I was greatly spared by your account.” She replied bitterly, turning her
face down and to the side, so she’d not have to look at my eyes, or perhaps
so I couldn’t see the tears forming in her own.
My heart began to beat a bit faster. Something in her pose inspired the man
I should be to surface in me. Once again I wondered why it was I was doing
all this, why I was tying up the woman I might have once cared for, why my
obsession had led to this. “Obsession.” I mouthed softly, barely audible,
except that our tin trailer shed was an excellent conductor of sound.
“Obsession?” She repeated, lifting her wet eyes but dry cheeks to face me
once more.
My back twitched painfully, remembering just exactly what had brought
about my obsession and why it drove me to all of this: my brother’s death
and everything tied to it. “Perhaps you’ll think it’s crazy if I just tell you right
out, because you don’t know the whole story. You don’t know how everything
has inexorably come to this.”
“Tell me then. How has it led to this? How has my companionship and love
somehow landed me in this situation, tied up and interrogated?” She
demanded.
“How has it led to your betrayal of me?” I asked.
“My betrayal of you? What are you talking about? I’m the one tied up here!”
She screamed at me, straining at her bonds. “And why? Can you even tell
me why?”
“I’m getting there.” I reassured her. ”You just have to be patient.”
She screamed then. There were no words. It was just a primal noise, a
venting of the anger, frustration, and fear she felt. She screamed until her
voice was hoarse and then stopped, sagging against the chair. Her chest
rose and fell heavily, drawing my attention once more to her ample bosom.
I stepped over, canteen in hand, and lifted her chin with my hand. I put the
canteen’s mouth to her lips, and let her take a long sip of the warm water
within. Then I brushed her damp hair back from her sweaty brow. She
regarded me curiously, as if I were a stranger that she would plead to for
help.
“Don’t look at me that way. You know who I am, but I don’t know who you
are.”
“I don’t understand.” She said softly, still looking for the man she thought
she loved in my eyes.
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“This is a test, you see.”
“How? Of what?”
I held up a finger to shush her. “Wait. You don’t know the whole story yet,
and the others aren’t here yet. We can’t finish things until they come.”
“The others? Who is coming?”
“I’m getting there.” I promised, returning to my chair. Soon she’d know
everything, and in the meantime, this retelling helped me wait and sort out
my own thoughts a bit more.
“You’re probably wondering why a charmer like me left that last world.
There was tail to chase, well not chase really since it was willing and
stationary, and there wasn’t any immediate danger.
Well, I’m not too certain myself.”
“Pig.”
I ignored it and continued. “I blame the slow and easy-living environment of
the harem world. There simply wasn’t any challenge waiting for me. Tira
offered me a route out – something to fight for again. I wasn’t happy with
being randomly displaced into this universe anyway. I needed answers.
Someone had inconvenienced me be dragging me into this shit, and I was
going to go make their life really unpleasant. It seemed like as good a plan as
any, and it was certainly better than no plan.
Women. They make you do strange things, and sometimes they push you
to become the most you can be. I’m not saying Tira made me what I am by
any means, because all of that had been inborn and ingrained by years of
life. Yet if it had just been Trevor and myself, we’d probably have diced,
drank, and messed around with the ladies in the camp for a few more weeks.
Instead we were gallivanting about again.
I needed answers. Serge had sated my need for answers only briefly, and I
couldn’t help but want more now. It was like getting a taste of something and
then needing the whole dish. I have never been a problem solver. I have
never been someone who enjoys puzzles, but this was something that
needed fixing. No one snatches me out of a dark alley and makes me endure
pygmies, mind-controlling skinny blue guys, and lizardmen just for the hell of
it. There was a lot of anger and frustration in me to mete out, and I wasn’t
taking anymore guff.
So maybe there was a God behind all this, or maybe those Wardens were
the ones who brought me here, but someone was going to answer for this,
and if I happened to find out how to send Tira home in the process, then so
be it. I even considered heading back to Chicago if the chance presented
itself. I had friends there and a modest life, despite my remarks to Tira in the
contrary. It wasn’t perfect, but it had been mine, you know?
Even Serge couldn’t answer everything though. For example, how are
people were chosen to come here? Who made this universe? How do the
Key Tools work? Where and what are the Wardens? Where could I get some
whiskey? Was there a KFC in one of these worlds? These questions and
many more ran through my head, and I was hoping to answer a few of them
soon. Someone had to know something, and if I compared notes with as
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many knowledgeable people as I could find, then maybe I could solve the
greater puzzle.
I wanted more firepower too. Five hundred worlds must have a hell of a lot
of interesting guns. Even on Earth, you can always use an equalizer.
Trevor’s rifle put all sorts of ideas in my head. There was so much to be
done, and there’s no use going home without a little extra kick in my holster,
eh?
The only really good thing is that for once, I had all the time in the world,
worlds actually, to get things done. There were hundreds of worlds to muck
around to get what I needed, and I wasn’t going to hesitate to visit them all if I
needed to.”
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 All You Can Eat, But No Chicken 

“Location one-oh by five-nine – designated as Buffet Landscape.” That was
just a sad confirmation to what the external cameras were detecting.
I’d thought something was odd from moment one in that new world, but then
I heard the name and a realization smacked me like an ugly stepchild:
everything was made of food.
Above us, the sky was Kool-Aid blue, with clouds of what strangely
appeared to be cotton candy. More terrestrially located were forests of
enormous broccoli a dozen yards or more tall, interspersed with white
asparagus reminiscent of birch trees. The hills were sculpted of mashed
potatoes sprinkled with parsley as grass, and there seemed to be a field of
spaghetti waving in the cookie-scented winds on the horizon.
Yet if I expected to see ninja brussel sprouts or the jolly green giant stroll
by, I was disappointed. Although, I did get to see a herd of ladybugs the size
of Volkswagens charging in to defend some edible part of the landscape from
aphids as big as men.
“What the hell?” Escaped my mouth for probably the third or fourth time in a
minute.
“This is odd.” Tira agreed.
“I hope the tires don’t sink in to these potatoes, or we’ll never get it out,
even with the winch.“ Trevor worried aloud.
That wasn’t really my concern. “Yeah, but who super sized the Ponderosa
and threw it into a world here? How did the makers even know about this
stuff?” I asked as we rolled past a pond that looked like an appetizing and
uncongealed turkey gravy filled with colored flitting shapes that I had a
sinking suspicion were juju fish candy. “They must have some way to look at
the worlds they sample people from. Otherwise, how would they get
Roamers here? I mean, if they can steal people from a world, why wouldn’t
they be able to spy on it, too?”
“You don’t hear me arguing.” Trevor said, struggling to keep the rig going in
the right direction.
The parsley wasn’t much help in terms of traction, and we were spitting up
an awful mess of potatoes as we rolled on. He kept forward momentum
though, which couldn’t have been an easy thing. I think he was right about
getting mired if he came to a stop; we were like a heavy snowmobile in toodeep snow.
“There’s a streak of black ahead and to the right.” Tira pointed out helpfully.
“Maybe it’s a road.”
I was perhaps a bit less hopeful. “Of what though? It might be licorice,
coffee, or lord knows what.”
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“Let’s hope it offers more traction.” Trevor cut toward it, sliding almost
sideways across the top of a hill and then down into the trough between it
and the next one. The engine roared as he topped off the RPM’s just to top
that next hill.
I looked backward in the camera and saw the great swath of potatoes we’d
tilled up in our passage, and then focused the cameras ahead on that black
road Tira had seen. “Looks to be peppercorns, people.”
“Peppercorns?” Trevor repeated in surprise.
“Seems to be.” And somehow this didn’t seem that strange or stupid in that
setting. I mean, it was ridiculous for sure, but I’d adapted to the setting and
pretty much nothing was going to surprise me here. Besides, what was the
worst that could happen? Would I get shot with a spud gun? Would a trident
of vegetables get thrown at me? I wasn’t worried.
We slid down the last potato hill and onto the road. The peppercorns ground
beneath the tires of the rig, crushing and crunching like gravel beneath the
tank treads. At least we weren’t sinking anymore or sliding all over.
Trevor relaxed, wiping sweat from his brow. Don’t ever think driving is
always easy. He’d been working that wheel and the rig like a pro, turning into
the skid, dealing with weight transfers, and using the landscape to our
advantage. That’s what had kept us rolling.
“You don’t seem like you’ve been here before.” I remarked.
Trevor glanced back and shook his head. “I’ve not. I always went another
way to the Nexus. This is a shorter route. I just always avoided it before
because I have food allergies.”
I laughed. How could I not?
We rode down that peppercorn trail for a few hours. It was always Trevor
driving. He was quite reluctant to let anyone else get behind the wheel, and I
can understand that. It’s not like I’d let anyone drive my bike either. In terms
of my bike, this seemed like the second world in a row my bike wouldn’t have
been any good in. That was becoming bothersome. I’m not meant to be a
pedestrian.
It rained for a bit, apple juice actually. I held a cup out the window and
collected some just for something to do. I don’t really like the stuff much, but
it was that or the metallic-tasting water of my canteen or the rig’s water tank.
Boredom set in at one point and I took a nap. I’m not sure how long. All I
know is that Trevor didn’t stop driving. I’d have woken up if we stopped,
simply because my body would have felt the momentum change. He rarely
slept that I could see, even back in the Desert Harem world. Perhaps he was
an insomniac, taking a heavy sleep every few days when he simply couldn’t
go any further.
While I had slept, the sky had darkened to a swirl of Kool-Aid red and
purple, and the cotton candy clouds had turned into a pink flavor instead of
the whitish blue of daytime. Another forest of green vegetables lay to the
right side of the road, surrounding the base of a mountain that seemed to be
a jagged chunk of Gouda cheese with bluish veins of Roquefort.
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Notice I don’t say east or any other direction of that sort, because those
directions seemed to have limited meaning here in these worlds. Instead
there was some sort of quadrant system programmed into the Key Tools, like
a Cartesian plane. I wasn’t sure if each world was even oriented in a similar
direction. I doubt it really mattered as long as you had at least one pair of
static directions in each world. I’m not a cartographer, so what do I care?
We crested a hill, approaching the portal finally, when Trevor stomped on
the brakes, throwing me out of my seat, tipping my bike, and pitching Tira
forward to kiss the glass with her noggin. We came to a stop, and there was
a long moment of silence, like something bad had happened. I picked myself
up off the grate floor of the rig and prepared to tear Trevor a new one.
“If you’re tired and need a break, just say it.” Then, because I couldn’t resist
swearing, I habitually added, “God Damn.”
“I hit something.” He said quietly.
“Yeah, well if it wasn’t a really hot bitch, it wasn’t worth tossing my ass
around for. Anything else you should have just plowed through and kept
going.”
He didn’t answer. He unbuckled and went to the rear hatch. Wordlessly, he
palmed the open lever and pulled. The hatch fell with a muted thud, letting in
a waft of air that smelled pleasantly like fried chicken to me. It was hardly a
bad omen despite Trevor’s declaration.
I followed him out, ignoring Tira’s whining as she rubbed the knot forming
on her head where she’d smacked into the windshield. She followed us out
and around to the front of the vehicle, where Trevor was squatting over
something purple. I kid you not that it was an eggplant with legs, arms, and a
pair of wobbly eyes like the ones kindergarteners glue onto arts and crafts.
Well, it had been an eggplant. Right now its seeds and the flesh of its
interior was splattered all over the peppercorn road and the front of the rig.
Its mouth was flapping open in silent cries of pain. I blinked twice and shook
my head as Trevor took the creature’s hand in his and held it while its last
breaths approached. I guess it might not have been breathing though, since
eggplants don’t have lungs, but they’re not supposed to have eyes and a
mouth or limbs either.
I looked to Tira, who was a bit teary-eyed as she watched the eggplant
slowly die. At first I thought she was in pain from the swelling knot on her
forehead, but then I realized she actually cared about the vegetable’s
suffering.
“Man, the vegetarians would shit a brick if they saw this. They’d never eat
another vegetable.”
They both looked at me like I was insensitive. The eggplant gasped and
reached his other arm out toward me.
“Take his hand, Stiles.” Tira ordered stiffly.
“Come again?” I snorted. “I don’t hold hands with salad ingredients.”
“Do it.” She demanded.
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I sighed. I didn’t want to, but I knew it’d be a ‘big stink’ if I didn’t, and I didn’t
want to hear about this for the next week straight. Women like to hold
grudges and give you crap for little things. It’s like a hobby for them.
So I knelt beside the eggplant and took its rough hand in mine. His hand felt
like pumpkin vines, with all those prickly little hairs. I held on as tightly to his
hand as he did to mine, which was surprisingly strong. He seemed
comforted, though I can’t imagine being held by a stranger would be that
reassuring as death’s dark maw closed in.
I’m going to die alone and in pain. I’ve always known it.
In a few minutes, the eggplant’s wobbly eyes clouded over, and his rubbery
lips stopped flapping with noiseless and pained breaths. His arms went slack
and his skin turned waxy. The vegetable had died.
Trevor sat there for a minute, even as I wandered off to get a shovel from
the equipment locker. They might have thought me insensitive, but the army
taught me how to deal with a body if nothing else. I dug alone, sort of as a
penance for that wisecrack earlier. It’s not like it’s difficult to dig in potatoes,
so I didn’t care. When the hole was done, Trevor helped me carry the two
biggest parts of his body to the hole while Tira scooped up his seeds and
goop with the shovel and carried them over to slop down into the grave.
When that was done, I covered over the hole and made ready to move out.
Then they both looked at me expectantly.
“What?” I said testily. I’d done my part, hadn’t I? It wasn’t like I was the one
who hit him.
“Shouldn’t we say a few words?” Tira asked.
Here it went. Sometimes people annoy me. “Like what? He was a vegetable
we ran over. We don’t know jack about him.”
“Still, we should say something.”
“Why not let the guy who eighty-sixed him say something.” I protested.
Trevor took off his hat and put it over his heart, but said nothing.
I guess it was up to me. “We didn’t really know you...” I started. It was true
enough. “We don’t even know if you had a name, Mr. Eggplant. You’re free
from the pain of this world now, though. Gone are the insects that eat at you,
the droughts that starve you of water, and all that stuff. You’ve gone on to the
big salad in the sky, purple buddy.”
Tira looked over at me and nodded when I finished. “That was beautiful.”
I grunted. “Whatever. I’m driving now.”
There was no argument as I hightailed it for the last couple hours and finally
reached the portal, which was at the center of a glade of Kale or some kind
of lettuce that rustled noisily in the breeze. That world made me hungry, if
nothing else.
I was glad to be gone from there. So much so, that even that strange falling
sensation was welcome.
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 Another Broad 

It was a relief to finally be in a new world. This new one was dark and
severe looking, not that any of them had been particularly inviting as of yet.
Still, it made me think it might be dangerous, and my streak of a week of not
having things try to kill me felt in danger of being broken.
Now that we were clear of that last world, I was no longer allowed to drive
the rig. Trevor did the driving for the next two days. I swear he must have
some trucker blood in his heritage. As for me, I was delegated back to the
surveillance equipment with not much to do, other than sleep, clean my guns,
and eat some pretty crummy style rations that Trevor kept around. They
tasted like something he stole from homeless shelters.
“Where are we, Magdalena?” I asked in one moment of boredom.
“Location oh-three by one-three – designated as the Nexus.”
“Sounds right to me.” Trevor called back over his shoulder.
“What’s the deal with this place then?” I asked, leaning forward to hear
Trevor’s answer. “Serge mentioned it I think.”
Tira grunted in mild irritation, as she is wont to do. “I wasn’t privy to that
conversation, so once again I’m in the dark.”
“It’s a strange place, though not much odder than you’ve seen so far I
guess. This world is mostly miles and miles of wastelands, but there is a
huge city floating in the middle of a giant crater at the rough center of the
everything.” Trevor explained.
“How big of a city?” Tira was ever a city girl. I could only imagine she was
imagining the shopping opportunities, but maybe I wasn’t giving her enough
credit.
Trevor answered her anyway, and I was actually kind of curious too.
“Millions of people I guess. Its periphery is roughly round on the ground level,
but it goes up and down for hundreds of stories. It’s crisscrossed with
walkways, skyways, tunnels, and buildings. It would take years to go through
all of it.”
“Any aliens we need to worry about?” I asked. I liked to know what kind of
ass I’d be whooping if it came down to it.
“This is actually one of the largest cities outside of the prime or first Layers,
so yes. There are hundreds of species, more than the Market World maybe.
You need to really watch out for the native race though. They have blue and
grey mottled skin, heavy facial ridges, and eyes of pure white. They have
powerful mental abilities.”
“Like telepathy and stuff?” Tira asked.
He glanced over at her before answering, like he was gauging how much to
tell her. “Telepathy, telekinesis, elemental control… they’re good at what they
do.”
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Didn’t sound like fun. They reminded me of some nastier cousin of those
skinnies from the volcano place. “So we’ll just avoid them, right?” I asked.
“Actually, they run a lot of stuff, like the ferry we’ll need to take into the
city…”
I let the two of them talk while I thought for a minute. Tira had all sort of
inane crap to ask him about, things I didn’t need to know. I had other things
to think about.
My last run-in with a race that had mental abilities, if that’s what the skinnies
really had, wasn’t exactly fun. Tira and I had almost become part of their
twisted little orchard. I wasn’t eager for a repeat of that. I’m the kind of guy
that likes to look a man in the eyes and see what he’s thinking and when he’s
going to draw his gun. When they don’t use guns, knives, or anything visible,
you can’t do the same. It seems unchivalrous somehow.
When the rig rolled to a stop, I looked at the external camera monitor once
more. It was the first time I’d seen something other than grey or reddish dirt
and scorched shells of trees poking up between rock groupings. So, that
alone seemed to say we were getting somewhere good.
We were at the edge of a drop-off that went beyond the camera’s ability to
see. Fog or smoke obscured us from seeing the bottom of the crater. A mile
or more away, the city waited. I could only see a small arc of the city,
because the camera wouldn’t zoom out anymore and a haze surrounded the
whole thing, too. Even had there not been a haze, the thing was easily
massive enough that the camera couldn’t get it all in. It seemed to extend
into the darkness below and into the sky far above, ringed with yellow and
red clouds or smoke at both extremities. I didn’t doubt the possibility of
millions of people living in that city anymore. Trevor’s comment had only
seemed like an exaggeration until I actually saw the mass of spiny grey
towers ringed with lights. The sheer number of moving lights flitting around
seemed to indicate some sort of flying transportation as well, or at least a
complex series of elevated trains and roads.
I moved forward to look out the viewport at the front of the vehicle then, so I
could get a more natural view of the city without the hindrance of cameras’
limitations. I took note of Tira’s open-mouthed look across the crater to the
city beyond. I probably assumed a similar expression when I took a gander at
it myself.
Nearer than the city, a single robed man stood on a platform that hovered at
the edge of the crater. A simple railing was all that stopped anything from
falling off. That seemed to be our next stop, so I instinctively grabbed the
headrest of Tira’s chair as Trevor pulled forward onto the platform. I’m
always leery about trusting someone else’s driving skills. Had I been driving it
would have been different. We settled down heavily onto the platform, which
didn’t even shake as we set down on it. We didn’t pitch off the platform into
the abyss below either, and that’s always a good thing. Not much ruins your
day like a lethal freefall.
Trevor made to get out, and I wasn’t going to play passenger if he was
doing stuff – not after two days of thumb up my ass style boredom.
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The robed man waiting on the platform looked like one of the natives that
Trevor had described. I started when I got a good look at the heavy ridges
and scaling on the man’s face, assuming it was male. You couldn’t always
tell with these aliens. I was beginning to realize that among many species of
humanoids in these worlds the differences between genders weren’t that
great. When I had been gambling with Trevor and Serge’s men, they had
even mentioned a few asexually reproducing species. I’m certainly glad I’m
not one of them. Where’s the fun in that?
“What’s the deal here?” I asked Trevor.
“This is our ride. This is a barge. Our mind-pilot here will take us across
after I settle up the fee.”
“Fee?”
Trevor shrugged. “Money, food, or whatever else. It’s nothing we can’t
afford easily.”
I was feeling inclined to trust him to see to paying our fare, since I wanted
nothing to do with this guy. The memory of the skinnies was too fresh in my
mind. A lit cigarette found its way between my lips as I waited and watched
the city in the distance.
The pilot, using no visible steering mechanism or control, started our
platform toward the city. It was a smooth ride like gliding across ice, but I was
on pins and needles as we rode. We were on a floating sled with no visible
means of propulsion, hovering over what might be a nearly endless fall.
That’s not something that inspires trust in strangers. Maybe he suddenly has
a stroke or loses his concentration and we all die because of his screw up.
The city spread before me, filling my field of vision to the left and right as
well as up and down. It was inhumanly large. Even the angles of the
architecture and the warren of passageways and walkways between the
towers were utterly alien. The architecture just wasn’t something a human
would imagine and construct. My stomach twisted in apprehension. I patted
my gun holsters through my jacket; they were reassuring.
A dock of sorts waited for us on the other side of the chasm, one of many
identical structures filled with sleds on which passengers were embarking or
disembarking. The stench of the city’s people and traffic filled my nose even
before we got to it. Still, any city smell was sort of familiar, and I found I
missed the odor, which embraced me like a homecoming hug. I grinned at
the possibilities such a city might offer to a guy like me. Was this what I’d
been looking for, aliens not withstanding?
We pulled up and came to an easy halt. Trevor gave the guy a bag of
something. I didn’t feel inclined to ask. It was his stuff, not mine, so I hardly
cared. Then the three of us loaded up again and started into the city. If I’m
brief in describing the sights, I’m sorry. It was simply too overwhelming for
me to remember much. It was like the biggest city on Earth in condensed
form with a pair of other cities just as big that had been stacked one above
and one below it.
There were street vendors, thousands of pedestrians, flying cars, more
floating platforms piloted by what were seeming to be rare and unprolific
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natives – their platforms passed as a form of local cab I suppose – and a
plethora of other modes of travel. If you’ve ever seen an ethnic section of a
big town, this city was like that but only a hundred-fold. Hundreds of races
must have had their own little sections of town, each with a different sound,
smell, and people. It was staggering. There’s no other way to put it.
I think Trevor used some sort of computer or navigation system to get
where he was going, but I didn’t see one. Regardless, it was slow going. No
one cared if they walked in front of a moving vehicle. They just did it, and it
was never just one pedestrian, it was dozens at a time, so we did a lot of
waiting. After the eggplant guy, Trevor wasn’t too interested in plowing
through them.
Eventually, we pulled into a parking structure or something of that sort. It
was dark, made of cement or it’s local space age equivalent, and very open
inside. Trevor grinned and glanced at Tira. “We’re here.” He announced
cheerfully, like a kid on Christmas morning. “This is where we’ll be staying for
a few days.”
“Lovely.” Tira replied, swaying past me to open the rear hatch.
As the three of us gathered at the rear in preparation of exiting, a figure
stepped out of the grayish-blue light from beside a support pillar. Let’s just
say the stranger had the pleasure of meeting my guns. I do like to make a
good first impression. Before I could call out a warning or riddle the stranger
with bullets, Trevor stepped past me and moved to embrace the person.
Guns still up, I watched Trevor let his friend go and took a better look at her.
Dark-haired, with an Asian cast to her eyes, she was dressed from head to
toe in local garb. It was tight, sort of cyberpunk, and a bit shiny, with colors
that shifted according to how she was posed. More importantly, it showed
that she had a body I wouldn’t mind laying next to repeatedly.
“Care to introduce us?” Tira asked Trevor while elbowing me so I’d stop
gawking.
Trevor’s friend was smoking hot though, so who cares if I look? I’m a man.
It’s a natural reflex born of instinct to reproduce.
“Stiles, Tira… this is Kameko. She’s a roamer and a good friend of mine.
She’s putting us up while we’re here. Hopefully she can answer some of your
questions, too, since she’s seen a few worlds herself.”
“She’s putting me up right now.” I remarked with a chuckle, adding, “She’s a
far cry better looking than Serge, too.”
Kameko grinned at this. Maybe she knew Serge. She started toward a door
across the open lot. Apparently introductions were over. I’d have to get more
acquainted later.
I looked around a bit as we followed her. I still had no idea what the
building’s real purpose was. Ours seemed to be the only vehicle present, but
it still looked strikingly like a basement parking structure. Concerns like that
seemed to fade when compared with the shapely ass in tight clothing that
was walking in front of me. Maybe this world wasn’t so bad after all…
We passed a reinforced and disguised set of double doors that were key
coded and required a handprint on a hidden security box. Technology like
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that always makes me happy. It’s so secure. Once beyond those doors, I
lowered my guns finally, only then realizing I was still carrying them.
There was a short airlock style entryway, and the room we entered after
that reminded me of my stint in the military. It was functional and barren.
There wasn’t much to look at beside the concrete walls and some plain
chairs surrounding an even plainer table. The other doors in the room led to
a bunkroom, where a trio of double bunks was stacked along the wall, and
there was also a bathroom, a storeroom, and a kitchen as well. The kitchen
interested me little, as you can probably imagine, but the storeroom was
loaded with gear I knew I’d want to take a gander at later.
I of course checked all the rooms first. I knew better than to assume we
were safe. Trevor’s friend and nice rack did not equal up to being trustworthy.
Old survival instincts were running at full throttle, even as I ignored the looks
from the others that seemed to spell me out to be paranoid. It turned out to
be all clear, as I pretty much expected.
After I relaxed, the four of us sat down for some coffee and information
sharing. The coffee was shit, but I had high hopes for what this Kameko
woman might know. I sat across from her, watching her make small talk with
Trevor. She was gorgeous – my kind of woman. She had long, dark hair,
sensuous lips, and wide eyes… the rest of her was pretty sharp too. This
was a woman who knew what she was doing when she dressed. Everything
about her oozed sensuality and I couldn’t help but hope she’d like what I had
to offer in return.
“What can you tell me about the people who run this universe?” I
interrupted, mostly just to get her attention.
Three pairs of eyes turned to regard me. Kameko smiled briefly at Tira, who
was casting an apologetic look her way, as if she were responsible for my
behavior. That’s absurd.
“I don’t have all the answers, Mr. Stiles, but I have some. You’re going to
need to be a little more specific though.”
“Mister? You’re taking me for a gentleman, and that’s not an easy mistake
to make.” Tira grunted in agreement. I ignored her. “You can drop the
formality and just call me Stiles like everyone else.”
“Stiles it is, then.”
Still, Kameko’s answer had sounded strikingly like Serge’s had been. I felt
like I missed out on the club meeting for giving evasive answers. “Alright, the
wardens. Where can I find them?”
“There is a pair of Wardens for every Layer. They’re supposed to patrol and
maintain their whole Layer, but they usually have a Major. That being a world
they came from or call their home. Roamers usually have a Major, too.
Trevor’s, for example, would probably be eleven by seventeen, since he
spends most of his time there in the Market World. Mine would be here in the
Nexus, oh-three by thirteen. As to the Wardens, you’ll have to search each
Layer to find them if you’re interested in them.”
“Wardens know a lot about their Layer, because they can slide between
worlds on their Layers even without portals. However, even if they know a lot
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about their own Layer, I don’t think they know that much about this universe
as a whole. The people on the Prime Layer may know. I have a couple
contacts who know more about the Prime Layer, but the big secrets like you
want to know are very closely guarded indeed.” Trevor added.
“How big are all these worlds?”
She shrugged. “I’ve never measured really. I’ve heard it said that the Prime
world, the only complete and spherical world, is about the size of the Earth’s
moon. Each ‘tile world’ on the Layers is roughly ten million square miles, or
the size of Russia on Earth. They’re all about the same, regardless of Layer.
There are just more worlds on Layers as you get further out from the Prime
Layer.”
“That big? It seems like we’re moving through them faster than that.”
She nodded and licked her lips before answering, an action that made me
stiffen in response. “Yeah. A lot of the portals are toward the center of each
world though, so you never have to see the fringes of each world or cross the
entire world. Some have more spread out portals, but it’s more useful to have
portals centrally located. Even still, they’re not all like that. Layer Thirteen is a
lot larger, especially after all the barriers disappeared. It’s the size of eighty
worlds or so, with no boundaries and no rules.”
“Have you ever been through a barrier?”
“No.” She answered with a strong sense of finality.
“What do you know about how we’re chosen to come here, and how it’s
decided what world to drop us off in?”
“I don’t have anything concrete on the subject. It’s all conjecture. Some
people think it’s all chance, like a strange lottery of chance driven by the
machinery or people in control of this universe. Other people have blamed
many of the disappearances and accidents on Earth on this universe.”
“How so?” This seemed like a stretch.
“Let’s say there’s a boat that disappears or a mysterious plane crash. Some
Roamers think that this universe caused those accidents and
disappearances when it drew people here to populate its worlds. For
instance, maybe this universe takes one person from a plane, and the action
causes the plane to crash mysteriously.”
My face must have been wearing a pretty doubtful expression, because she
elaborated further, defending a theory she clearly believed at least in part. “It
makes some sense when you see what we’ve seen. Lost army platoons, lost
colonies, boats disappearing, abductions – they might all be caused by this
universe. I met one guy who claims to have been sailing in the Bermuda
Triangle right before he ended up here, which, as you know, is famous for
mysterious disappearances.”
I laughed. The whole idea was ludicrous, but part of it might have been that
I just didn’t want to acknowledge that it could be true. “That’s pretty farfetched. I’d rather not believe that every time someone disappears they come
here. Otherwise there’d be millions of us here.”
Trevor smiled at my statements, a smile that promised corrections to my
apparent misconceptions. “You’re not taking into account the mortality rate
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here. This place is lethal if nothing else. As to there being a few million
people abducted from Earth, you must realize that there are probably billions
of people spread throughout these five hundred worlds, so that’s not a
numerical impossibility. The whole Prime Layer and first Layer are covered
with one continuous city practically.”
“How many Roamers are there though?” Tira asked.
Kameko rolled her shoulders in an exaggerated shrug, lifting and settling
her breasts attractively as she placed her hands in front of her on the table.
“No one knows. Maybe there are twenty thousand or fifty thousand? It could
be more.”
“It seems to me then, that we need to get to the Prime Layer to get
answers.” I mused.
“Maybe.” Trevor admitted. “It’s dangerous, because it’s so well regulated
that your intrusions and questions might be seen as a disturbance. Who
knows what they’d do if they decided you were a nuisance. There just aren’t
any rules that govern this place, none that we know anyway. Anything could
go.”
“So what’s the game plan then?” I asked the three faces looking at me.
Kameko may not accompany us, but I was pretty sure the other two were in
this for the long haul. “I’d like some Key Tool upgrades, my bike needs to get
finished, and then I want to try to get to the Prime Layer and get some more
answers. If we can get home from anywhere, that seems to be the place. I’d
like to question some Wardens too if I could.”
“I can help you get Key Tool upgrades tomorrow, as well as any supplies
you may need. I know my way around the city.” Kameko offered.
“Good deal then. It’s set. I think I’ll take a shower and crash then. Tomorrow
is gonna be busy I think.” I stood and started toward the door that led out to
the rig to get my things. “I need to get my stuff first, though, if we’re gonna be
hauling all over creation. I don’t want to wander around with a wussy Key
Tool and a bike that doesn’t work.”
“I wouldn’t mind a shower myself.” Tira announced, making to follow me.
I took a brief look at Trevor and Kameko and then nodded to Tira. She
probably didn’t want to be a third wheel. That was fine by me. A woman
showering with me is always appreciated, and if she wasn’t the one of the
pair of resident females I’d rather have seen naked at that moment, well, fate
isn’t always so kind as to bend to the wishes of a guy like me.
And it did come down to that. Tira was lonely, feeling left out, and afraid.
She wasn’t built for stuff like this. Even I, with military training and extended
time in a nuthouse to toughen up my mind, was beginning to feel the
pressure and stress gather around our small group. I was a loner, Trevor was
in his element, and Tira just wanted someone to hold her and tell her it would
be all right.
Being the guy I am, I took her to my bed and gave her the only sort of
comfort I’ve ever been able to offer a woman. I’m not one of those sensitive
guys that are going to listen to her feelings and reassure her. No, I just made
her feel like a desirable woman again and then let her sleep next to me on
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the narrow bunk while I thought about what the next day would hold and who
I might have to kill.
If she didn’t realize it meant nothing beyond a physical act for me, then she
was a fool.
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 Magdalena’s Facelift 

Fortunately, Tira didn’t seem to see our dalliance as being anything other
than a single night’s comfort and fun. Or at least if she did have some
problem with what we’d done, she acted totally natural that morning, which
was fine by me. I got to knock boots with her, and she got whatever it is
women claim to get out of intimate contact. All was well with this world.
Despite the previous night’s exertions, I had to say that Kameko looked
pretty bangable that next morning, too. She was wandering around sleepily
with bed head hair, and she looked pretty worn out from whatever she and
Trevor probably got about doing the previous night, but it was a look that
worked for her in a cute if disheveled sort of way. As for her rumpus partner,
he was probably off working on this or that, so I started foraging around the
kitchen to find something edible. I almost wished that Tira would get out there
and cook me something. Had she no manners? You’re supposed to cook a
man a good breakfast the next morning.
Oh well, it’s not like I couldn’t fend for myself. I’m no chef extraordinaire or
anything, but a guy learns to cook a few things for himself if he spends
enough time living alone. Breakfast food is one of the easiest things to cook
really, and any sorry-ass clown who can’t fry some eggs just needs to get
hauled out into the street and shot. I suppose you could just let him starve to
death if you were of a patient sort, but shooting them just seems like a more
worthy punishment.
So I tossed a bum-pile of eggs and whatnot together and made a few
omelets for everyone, who began to gather around as the smell of food
wafted around the Spartan complex. There was some kind of weird bread
too, which made for passable toast. It wasn’t the best, but it was edible. Best
of all, it was real food. A guy can’t run all day on synthesized food he borrows
from Tira’s Key Tool. Delicious though it might be, the synthesized food just
didn’t stick to my bones like the real thing.
After that meal, we crammed into a spare vehicle that Kameko had hidden
out in the parking area. I hadn’t even noticed it before, sitting back in the
shadows of a far corner of the lot as it was. I don’t know if I’ve effectively
conveyed where we were parked though; it was probably thirty by fifty yards,
longer than it was wide, with a few thick support pillars here and there. It was
pretty damn dark, so that’s probably why I never noticed the little car before it
was pointed out to me.
The vehicle was one of those little hovering cars I’d seen on our trip into the
city. Beneath the slick polymer curves of the chassis was a thick Layer of
machinery that bubbled out in a way that reminded me of the bottom of a
bumper car. There were dozens of attitudinal jets around the periphery of the
car, all to give that much more control to the driver, who could direct the
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vehicle to go in pretty much any conceivable angle simply by controlling
which jets the thrust went to.
It seemed to struggle with four of us on board, but then, I’d never been in
one before so they might always feel like that. It shook and quivered as we
skimmed across the lot and headed back through the gated entry to get
above ground once more. From there we jetted up into the jumbled mess of
nonstop traffic both pedestrian and vehicular. I felt my stomach lurch when
we darted up to a Layer of traffic a few hundred feet above where we had
been, crossing multiple lanes of traffic that passed around us at a dozen
different altitudes. Then we picked up forward momentum until we were
zipping along past raised railways and covered walkways.
The colors and scenes rolling past me were dizzying, which only reinforced
how fast we were actually going. Should there be even a slight mistake in
Kameko’s driving, we’d all be killed instantly. I watched her closely. She
calmly shifted skylanes and controlled the vehicle with the calmness of a
fighter pilot going about a routine flight. She was in her element for sure, but
then, this was her home; this was how she lived. For her it was likely no more
extraordinary than crossing the street was back in my home.
A few nauseous minutes later, we came to an abrupt halt and landed on a
narrow parking lot near the thirtieth floor from ground level, from what I could
tell. I’m not scared of heights per se, but it’s still rather vertiginous to see
things whiz past you and above you when you’re that high up – that just
comes from living in a world where you don’t see that sort of thing. These
people all took it in stride though. It was very natural.
As we climbed out, I made sure to make a comment about women drivers,
which everyone ignored. I fell in behind them as Kameko led the way to a
small shop just down the block. Of course, this block just happened to be a
few hundred feet off the ground, with only a flimsy railing to herd in the mass
of humanoids that traversed these sidewalks in the sky. Beyond that, it was a
quick freefall to death that followed a very likely battering by vehicles whose
paths you crossed in the tumble toward the city floor.
There was an abrupt halt in our forward progress as Kameko turned into a
small shop that looked unremarkable compared to any of the others
surrounding it. It wasn’t marked in any language I understood, but once we
went in, Trevor leaned over and explained to me that it was a bartering
station. To me it looked more like a garbage dump. They do say that one
man’s trash is another’s treasure, and this place seemed to take that saying
quite literally from the look and smell of it.
There were a surprising number of junky gadgets or random cast-offs from
Earth and other worlds displayed in many of their cases. Most of them had
zero value to someone like me. Some of the things from other places that
were displayed shared a similar status as garbage to me, but some things
were actually quite interesting: weapons, electronics, and what looked like
some weird guitars for people with extra hands or something.
We spent half an hour or more trading various items we’d brought along
with us for local currency. Tira’s Market World currency was accepted for
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what I understood to be a decent exchange rate, and for anything else we
had to swap actual goods for money. Half the things we traded I was
surprised they had any desire for, but then, I guess they couldn’t get just
anything in this world, barren as it was. Trevor ditched a few miscellaneous
tools that were worn or than he likely had doubles of, as well as some
medical supplies. Tira emptied out of her purse the various things she felt
she could live without. Kameko brought a few hushed breaths from the owner
by drawing out a silver box that contained some plant seedlings she said
she’d gotten on a recent run to another world, which I took to be quite rare
from the pile of coinage she received in return. I really didn’t have much with
me to give up, but I parted with a pack of cigarettes, the rest of my American
money, and a spare pair of sunglasses.
After the bartering station, we went to the Key Tool upgrade shop, which
required another gut-twisting ride through town. The place smelled like hippie
incense, and the lighting was low, which called to mind a strip club or
backroom whorehouse. In reality, it was far less filthy and titillating. Instead of
women shaking their fleshiest parts at me, some wizened, little guy that gave
me the creeps squatted on a stool beside a smudged glass counter. If I
hadn’t seen him actually move and speak, I’d have thought he was dead, or
at least a puppet. His face reminded me of a shriveled apple. He was hardly
the most interesting thing about the place.
I had no idea about how many different Key Tool upgrades there were, so it
surprised me to see so many stacks of shimmering objects half out of phase
with reality. I think there were about fifty different ones or so, with all sorts of
uses. Kameko launched into a long and educational spiel about them,
something I half heard. Maybe I have an attention deficit problem. Still, from
her lengthy instruction, I determined that there were medical upgrades,
defense and attack upgrades, output volume and power upgrades, some
elemental control upgrades, and a slew of other random ones whose uses
were both mundane and strange. I can’t even remember all of them, but they
probably even had one that would wipe my ass if I wanted to pay for it. That’s
how many there were. We couldn’t afford them all either, so remembering
what each of them did would do me little good.
After some serious discussion and argument, we settled on getting a
communication upgrade for each of us. The ability to talk with each other
from a distance seemed useful, if clingy. Trevor got a defense upgrade in
addition to whatever he already had. I got a medical one with the money from
my trading, and a food upgrade with the money Tira gave me from my
protection stint back in the Market World. I’m pretty practical, so I figured I’d
always need food and healing. Tira bought some sort of attack upgrade,
which I thought about buying, but didn’t have the cash for. Kameko didn’t
really buy anything, but I still doubted she was coming with us, so I didn’t
concern myself with her lack of purchases. Besides, it looked like she had a
pretty stoked Key Tool anyway.
The old fart used some handy-dandy, special wrench to attach our
purchases to our Key Tools, which apparently requires specific tools to work
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on. I suppose you can’t just go to Sears and find Key Tool upgrades and
tools, eh?
Magdalena cooed in a pleased manner as each upgrade was strapped onto
her. In some fashion, I suppose it was like she was getting a boob job or a
new nose.
“Communications Upgrade Added. New options exist. Please peruse the
default settings and add new contacts as available. I am beginning
monitoring of incoming transmissions. Notify method is set to vibrate.”
Now she was a glorified cell phone? I doubted she had ring tones from any
of the bands I liked.
“Food Upgrade Added. New options exist. Please peruse the default
settings and add new dietary information as available.”
Hah. It wanted recipes from me. Fat chance. I’d have Tira program that
sandwich one in, but I didn’t know much that I could put in.
“Medical Upgrade Added. New options exist. Please peruse the default
settings and add new medical information as available? Would you like to do
a bodyscan for baseline readings now?”
That sounded interesting, and the others were getting their upgrades, so I
decided to go for it. “Sure.”
Immediately, I felt a tingling spreading through my body, starting from my
Key Tool arm’s vicinity and spreading up through my nerves and blood
vessels as it apparently explored my body to determine its present condition.
The tingling passed in a few moments.
“Baseline reading determined. Recording biological functioning levels.
Warning: liver functionality at 86% of species norm.”
Oh lord. She better not start being a nag. “I’m an unashamed drunk,
Maggie.”
“Alcoholism noted. Adjusting baseline readings in accordance. Would you
like to begin a daily vitamin injection routine?”
“Why not?” No sooner had I replied than did I feel a pinprick under my Key
Tool accompanied by a barely audible hiss as it pumped me full of stuff that
was supposed to be good for me.
“Vitamin injection routine initialized. Would you like to begin a physical
health monitoring program?”
“Uhh, yeah. Sounds fine. Can we hurry this along?”
“Monitoring program initialized. Medical Upgrade setup is complete. Thank
you. Have a nice day.”
About the time I finished flirting with Maggie, the others were finishing up
their own installs, so we made a move. That was good by me, because that
place smelled funny, like a retirement home. Old people are a bit scary in a
decrepit fashion.


Unfortunately, that wasn’t our last stop for the day. Trevor needed to pick up
some parts for my bike modification, which was definitely worth another

 101 

 In Roam 
dizzying ride, but that doesn’t mean I enjoyed it. I wasn’t sure what exactly he
needed, so I stayed in the car with Tira. I figured I could use that time to try to
program my Key Tool to make foods I liked. It had a few basic nutritional
slops in it that probably came preloaded and also a few more recipes that
seemed to have been put in there by a previous owner or something. They
were unrecognizable as food to me. It made me wonder if the previous guy
had died, had traded this one in, or if he’d had it stolen off his arm?
“So, has anything changed between us?” Tira asked after a few quiet
minutes of hearing me try to explain a BLT sandwich to Magdalena.
“Why would it?” I asked.
“After last night?” She reminded me.
“I don’t see why. We both wanted something, and we both got what we
want I think.”
“I see. Glad I could be a random piece of ass for you then.”
“Much appreciated. Feel free to ask any time.”
Tira just stared at me for a surprised minute, and the silence grew
uncomfortable. I don’t know why she was trying to make me feel guilty.
Screw that. She was all weepy and I took care of her. She should be
thanking me, not acting like I was her lawfully wedded partner.
I ordered a damn sandwich from my Key Tool, but what came out was
hardly edible. She was still watching me as I pitched the sandwich out the car
door and into traffic below. I realize it might have disrupted traffic below, but I
just wanted to get that poor excuse for a BLT away from me. “Look, we’re
traveling companions, and so I’ll look out for you cause that’s the kind of guy
I am. Beyond that, I don’t really need much from you.”
Her eyes assumed a hurt look. “That’s very cold.”
“I’m often unsuitable for conversation, let alone suitable for a relationship.
I’m not a nice guy.”
“I just thought that maybe it was all an act, like a wall you put up because
you’re scared of physical and emotional closeness with someone.”
“Don’t give me that psychobabble. You’re talking to one who has lived in
those places. I can talk circles around that babble. What you see before you
is me through and through. This is not an act. It’s my personality, shitty
though you might think it to be.”
“I see.”
“Do you? You have a man back home anyway. I don’t want to be tied down,
and I won’t be.” I really felt I needed to be straightforward and nip that matter
in the bud.
“Fine.” She said reluctantly.
“Then it’s settled? I don’t need any grief.”
“I won’t bother you about it again, trust me.”
I nodded, satisfied with the results of our chitchat, and then I went back to
my cooking, and eventually I got the sandwich recipe to work. Tira even
traded a few recipes with me, perhaps just to be cordial. She seemed to have
put our argument out of her mind, which was good.
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Trevor and Kameko returned a short time later, if only to subject me to one
more flight. A guy likes me likes to keep two tires on the ground. It’s just
more stable and predictable. I like things that way.
Even if Kameko didn’t kill us, I have to say I was happy to finally get back to
our temporary base of operations, dull as it was.
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 That’s My Chair 

Trevor may have been good at what he did with a wrench, but I was there
supervising and offering my helpful advice for every minute he worked on my
bike. It took us two days to get it working right, and another day to get more
parts to crank up its performance to the point that it handled and worked
relatively close to how it used to be.
This meant a lot of tooling around the area, cutting up and down the lessbusy streets and figuring out how my reworked bike acted in terms of
acceleration, handling, and whatnot. It was a bit lighter, for certain, but not
any bulkier after we’d swapped out the gas tank for storage batteries and the
internal combustion engine for something that ran off electricity stored in
those cell batteries.
It was still kind of heartbreaking to do that to my baby, but I couldn’t
guarantee I’d ever find a gas station again, so it was far better to change a
few things than to lose her altogether. Plus, with the universal energy
converter that I could drag along with me, just about any power source could
be used to recharge my batteries. I needed that kind of mobility and
adaptability.
Things were rather quiet around the compound those three days. Trevor
and Kameko kept sneaking off to be alone like old lovers reunited. Tira and I
certainly shared no such magic, but I wasn’t looking for that sort of thing.
Attachment gets in the way of survival and clouds judgment. I would use
these people while our goals coincided, and then I’d cut loose.
As it was, I was getting a little tired of just sitting around. I wanted to give
my bike a real test run. I tugged on my jacket, tossed on my shades, started
my portable CD player, and then slid it into my pocket. The moment I slipped
back onto my bike seat everything seemed right with the world again, even if
it wasn’t the world I was used to. A wide grin spread across my face, surely
cutting the lower half off from the upper.
I know I’d only been in this universe for three weeks or something, but I
really missed the simple things. Sometimes you just need to haul down some
country roads on your machine, enjoy some cold night air, and maybe catch
some suds at some rundown bar somewhere that has its own flavor of trashy
women. You know the kind of place I’m talking about: those smoky little joints
with a handful of locals drinking themselves stupid, a couple of rough pool
tables, and a woman or two willing if you ply them with enough good old
ethanol.
As I was getting ready to go, Tira stepped out from behind one of the pillars
in the underground parking lot with her arms crossed. With a sigh, I turned
down the music blaring in my ears, and waited to start my bike.
“Going?” She asked, though the answer was obvious.
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I nodded.
“Without saying anything?” I shrugged.
She frowned. “Well you should at least tell us you’re going, because you
might get lost, and we might get worried.”
“I’m not leaving for good, princess. Besides, we’ve got those communication
things on our Key Tools now, so I can always give you a ring if I’m in trouble.”
“Are you sure it’s wise to go out in a strange city alone? This isn’t like
Earth.”
This was going nowhere good, so I started my bike and revved it a couple
times. “Look,” I said over the rumble of the engine, “I’m a big boy. I can take
care of myself, and I’ve always got extra ammo if things get gun-happy.”
“When will you be back?”
“I don’t know, a few hours maybe? Who cares? I’m just getting some beers
or something. I don’t need or want you to give me the third degree every time
I step out for a few, just because I slept with you once.”
Her hands balled into fists that dropped to her sides as she shouted at me,
saying, “I’m just trying to make sure you don’t get lost or killed. I’m sorry I
fucking bothered. Christ.”
I laughed as she stormed off toward the living area beyond the doors at the
end of the lot. I dropped the new engine into gear and wheeled the bike
around. The parking lot filled with the loud noise of my bike as I roared past
Tira and skidded to a halt in front of her to block her from getting back inside.
“C’mon.” I offered her my passenger helmet. I’m not a complete ass, and
she was probably better looking than the local alien skanks.
She gave me a look like I was stupid, and I just about left her there.
Truthfully, I was kind of wondering what would happen if I got her liquored
up. She’d probably start crying or push me for some sort of commitment, but
there was always a chance she’d loosen up and drop her silly high school girl
relationship crap. Not to mention that she might put out again.
She realized I was serious, and a decision was made right then and there.
She changed her expression and said, “Give me a minute to change.”
“Oh, God. Just come on!”
“Three minutes, honest. Listen to a tune or something. I’ll be right back out.”
She stepped past me and went inside. I put on one of my favorite tunes,
and let my mind wander the possibilities of a man who lives in close proximity
of two good looking women.
True to her word, she was out in three minutes or so, wearing her slick bike
suit again. Once she had her helmet on, she reminded me of one of the
women in the bike magazines I peruse in 7-11 from time to time. It was
definitely not a bad thing.
We went cruising then, the two of us. I spent a while just hauling around
and enjoying the feeling of riding again. I cruised until I found a place that
looked like a bar. You can always tell when you’ve found one even if it’s not
well marked. There’s a certain smell and feel to the air, and ambiance that
says that they’re dispensing liquor and other sorts of mind-numbing
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substances. I suppose the rough-looking guy emptying his guts just outside
the door was a good hint, too.
It was seedy, and all sorts of questionable things were going on. Some guys
were snorting up or smoking something in the corner, and there was a fetish
show with some kinky performers that caught my eye, but in the end it was
the bar with all those colorful bottles that called to me.
Some jerkoff stepped away from his seat for a while, so I sat Tira down and
stood next to her. I didn’t understand the bartender that well, and he probably
overcharged me, but I finally ordered something that resembled whiskey, and
I got some fruity drink for the lady.
That first swallow of burning fluid running down my gullet made all the hard
work of the past few days melt away. Then Dipshit came back for his chair.
He stood there expectantly, like Tira would let a slob like him sit down
instead of her. He gave her a dirty look, but he didn’t want to mess with me.
Some scrawny little freak doesn’t mess with someone my size unless he has
a death wish. He left us alone after a minute, and after a couple rounds
another person left, and I had a chair of my own.
Despite her size, Tira kept up with me for the first hour of throwing back
booze. After that she started to get a bit loose. “I don’t know why you push
me away.” She said finally, and it looked like she’d been chewing on those
words for the last half hour.
I figured she’d go on, so I just shut up and nodded my head to the music in
the bar. It wasn’t bad music, all things considered.
“I mean, I may have had a boyfriend back home, but I don’t think I really
loved him.” She stared at the bubbles and ice in her drink, seeking inspiration
in them. “He certainly wouldn’t have been able to keep me alive here like you
have. You just get to know and love someone who protects you. I’ve never
had someone that takes care of me like you before, and it feels really good. I
really feel like a princess when you save me.” She put her hand on my
shoulder and looked at me. “I’m rambling, aren’t I?”
“Slurring too. You’re a sloppy drunk.” I commented with a chuckle.
“Whatever.” She grunted. And then she proceeded to tell me her dating
history.
It wasn’t pleasant. Thankfully, my bladder took me away from the pain of
her romantic nostalgia, which she continued, oblivious to the fact I had gone
AWOL for a bit. When I came back from voiding my bladder in the scummy
bathroom, which was pretty par for the course in a joint like this, some guy
was hassling Tira. Sometimes two minutes is all it takes for shit to start if you
turn your back.
I don’t always look before I leap, and this was one of those times. I put my
hand on the guy’s shoulder and turned him around. “Hey pal, she’s with me.”
We sized each other up. He was three or four inches shorter than me,
though nearly as thick with muscle. His skin was ghostly white, with a tracery
of grey and blue tattoos spiraling down his arms, under his shirt, and onto his
neck and face. Three of his similarly ugly friends stepped out of the crowd to
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stand beside him. The tattoos flashed hotly with his anger, glowing more
brightly with his mood.
“Tira, why don’t you go outside?”
“We’re leaving?” Her head rolled a bit on her shoulders and she sighed
disappointedly.
“Yeah.”
She tried to stumble past me but one of the punk’s friends grabbed her
around the waist and started getting a bit fresh. Oh boy, just like the club
back in the Market World. It just goes to show that there are idiots
everywhere.
“Best take your damn hands off her, ghost boy, or I’ll give you a couple new
bullet-sized breathing holes.”
That got them to laughing, and the one who held Tira started feeling her up,
despite her drunken and feeble attempts to free herself. I shook my head things were about to get messy, again.
As I’d promised, the guy holding Tira got a hole in the throat courtesy of a
Desert Eagle. The guy in front of me, eyes wide with anger, took a swing at
me. I caught his arm, wrenched it around until it I felt it break, and then shot
him in the back. The sound of everyone screaming filled my ears. Well, not
everyone, since there were a few patrons who had passed out drunk or were
whacked out on drugs. But everyone with sense was scattering like ants from
an anthill that has just been hit by a lawnmower. I emptied the rest of the clip
into the tattooed guy’s friends, grabbed Tira, and scrammed.
“That wasn’t fun.” Tira giggled drunkenly as she pulled on her helmet and
plopped down behind me.
Fun? Not exactly, but did I get some kind of enjoyment out of shooting
those guys? Absolutely. Most people can't do it. I have no compunctions, so I
can. It’s as simple as that.
I shook my head again and peeled out. In seconds I was a hundred feet
lower than I’d been, careening down narrow aisles and through mazes of
tunnels that ran through buildings. I couldn’t help but think that trouble found
me wherever I go, Earth or not. I didn't know that the four guys I had downed
had pretty tough friends, and Roamers at that.
Still, it wouldn’t be the first or last time my chivalrous acts got me into
trouble.

 107 

 In Roam 
 Cul-de-sac 

I was taking a roundabout route back to the compound, so as not to lead
anyone who might be following us back to our base of operations. That kind
of thing is just common courtesy when you’re staying in someone else’s
house, and I never like a gunfight at home if I can help it. Damage should be
kept to neutral grounds, if not the enemy’s grounds, but never at your home if
it can be avoided.
We had been riding for maybe ten minutes when I started to notice some
hovering vehicles that seemed to be tailing me, and I really wasn’t getting
anywhere too fast with all the traffic, so I cut through a tunnel and went up a
couple levels to a raised road that ran through the area. Traffic in all shapes
and sizes whizzed by at varying speeds. I actually had to get in a slow lane,
I’m sad to say. Regardless, that move seemed to lose them, so I pulled off
under an overpass of sorts when I came upon one.
“Why are we stopping?” Tira asked, still slurring a bit.
I ignored her question. “Magdalena, patch me in with Trevor. I want to talk
to him.”
“Sending communication request.”
We’d gone through this process before, so as to get all the commands
memorized, during one of those long dull nights a couple days back. It wasn’t
like Kameko had a TV set.
Trevor answered few moments later. “Yeah, what’s going on?” He asked.
“Is that Trevor?” Tira asked.
“Shush.” I told her, and then turned to my Key Tool. “I left a few dead back
at a bar, Trevor. Tira and I were out, and these guys made trouble.”
I heard him sigh. “Couldn’t you just beat them up like a normal person?”
“Look, Dad, it was something I had to do. They grabbed her while I was
taking a piss, so they paid their dues.”
There was a pause while he mulled this over. “You’ll have to avoid the
authorities. You don’t have money to pay the fines they’ll try to put on you; so
don’t get caught before you get back here. Kameko can probably help clear
your names if you make it back here.”
“Just fines, eh?” That didn’t sound to bad.
“Usually that’s all it amounts to. It’s very commercial here. Is there any
pursuit so far?”
“There was some, but I shook it.”
“Want me to show up with the rig and extract you? They won’t be looking for
my vehicle, but they probably know yours”
I thought for a moment. He had a point. “That’s probably best. I’m sending
you a locator mark for your Key Tool.” That was something else we’d
practiced.
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“Got it. I’ll be there ASAP.”
“Bring everything we can’t spare, just in case we can’t come back.”
“Fine.” He didn’t sound pleased about it.
So we waited, unaware that a whole bunch of nasties were closing in. Five
minutes passed, ten, and then fifteen minutes. I knew traffic was bad, but I
was getting antsy. Tira tapped my shoulder and pointed over her shoulder. I
followed her gaze, seeing half a dozen guys walking toward us, though a pair
of them actually appeared to be gliding without touching the ground. Parked
in a side alley out of the way of everything as we were, I thought their coming
by wasn’t an accident.
“Magdalena, connect me to Trevor again.”
Trevor answered a moment later. By then we were already on the move. I’d
started my bike and we were rolling again. “What now?” He asked
impatiently. “I’m on my way.”
“I’ve got company, so we’re on the move. Try to follow me if you can. I’ve
put a tracking locator on your key tool.”
“I’ll do my best.”
A shot arced over my shoulder as we rolled off, so much for being
nonchalant. I could see a reddish trail of light dissipate behind the projectile. I
had a feeling that whatever they were shooting with I did not want to be hit by
it. I ducked down another side street and then took a ramp down to a lower
level.
I risked a look back and saw that two of the guys were on what appeared to
be weird motorized unicycles that hauled some serious ass. They might have
even been faster than me. They were certainly more maneuverable. There
also seemed to be a couple other guys who were flying somehow, probably
the floaters from the alley before. I wasn’t about to stop and ask questions
about how they managed that though, not with the firepower they were
packing. That certainly didn’t stop me from blasting a few potshots at them to
discourage their pursuit, though.
Every time I thought I’d lost them, they showed up around the next turn.
Twice they split up and tried to take me from the sides, and I shot one of
them for trying it. Tira just clung to me for dear life and screamed every time I
took a particularly savage turn or when I jumped a ramp to ditch the unicycle
guys. The unicycle guys were tough, agile, and just didn’t want to be shaken.
“Incoming transmission from Trevor.” Magdalena said.
“Stay still. I’m almost there. Just hold them off. With the rig I can’t cut
through alleys and do whatever crazy crap you’re doing. Give me two
minutes to get there.”
“That’s a long time. You’d better be here in under two or you might find two
corpses.”
“I’ll be there.”
I cut off the transmission then and pulled into a little covered walkway,
scattering a couple slow-moving pedestrians. Other than that pair of slobs,
the walkway was deserted, and I figured it was fairly defensible, all things
considered. They wouldn’t be able to snipe us from the sky because of the
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overhead ceiling. They’d have to lower down to our level, and I had hopes I’d
be able to peg them before they’d get a shot off.
Less than a minute passed before one of the guys on the unicycles rolled
past the entry and started firing down the alley at us. We hugged against a
curve in the wall, making the guy come in closer if he wanted a piece of us.
He took that bait, trying to dart in quickly and put one of those red trail
bullets into me. He ate lead, and I don’t think he liked American-made
shotgun slugs anymore than any of my previous victims. He rolled about in
agony, twitching and grasping at the gaping wound in his abdomen. Just for
good measure, I ran out and put a slug into his skull.
I almost lost my head for my troubles, but in doing so I got a nice look at the
unicycle thing. It looked like it was practically built around him, so integrated
was his body into the driving mechanism. It interlocked and snapped around
him sort of like how snowboards strap onto a man. How the thing balanced, I
couldn’t tell, but that one wheel sure gave it a heck of a lot of mobility.
His friends weren’t far behind, including a carload of goons, a couple of
which had some of those red trail bullets waiting for me. Those bullets were
practically cutting holes in the damn walls, so they pinned us down pretty
quick. Still, I was able to shoot anyone who came into my narrow arc of sight.
We were trapped, but they couldn’t press in close without sacrificing
themselves, something none of them was particularly eager to do.
Some of them seemed to have shields or something around them, which
made them harder to hit. That’s a cheap deal. I’m a damn good shot, so I
know I wasn’t missing. It just doesn’t happen that often. No, the bullets kept
sliding around them to the side unless I got a direct straight shot in. That’s all
right. I just had to make each of my shots count.
A bullet tore past me, close enough that I felt the wind of its passage on my
ear. “Can’t you use that attack Key Tool thing? Fire a missile at them or
something.”
Tira sat at my feet behind the wall, too frightened or too drunk to do much
good. “I don’t know how.” She said feebly.
“Well try!” I shouted.
“I can’t!”
“Do it, or I’ll –” I stopped, my sentence cut off by a pain that seared through
my right arm. The arm went limp below the smoking hole in my bicep. “Fuck.”
“Warning: right arm integrity compromised. Injecting stimulants.” Magdalena
announced, almost cheerfully.
The smell of burnt flesh and the pain of having a hole blasted in me that I
could see light through made me want to vomit up a couple hours worth of
drinking. It also made me wish I had a damn flamethrower or a bazooka. No
one puts a hole in me without reprisal.
I ducked back away from the gunfire a bit more and picked Tira up off the
ground with my good arm. “Look, darling. You need to try something, or
we’re going to die out here. I can’t hold them off forever, and Trevor is taking
his jolly-ass time getting here. Two minutes, my ass.”
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She bit her lip, and nodded. Then she held out her arm, and spoke to her
Key Tool. “Ori, shoot a missile at those guys.”
“Unknown command.” Her Key Tool replied in its lilting female voice.
I muttered under my breath and stuck my good arm out just long enough to
fire a couple more shots at the guys shooting at us. I think I might have
nicked one of them.
“Ori, laser.” Bluish light nearly relieved me of my hand and Tira shouted in
surprise.
Even Maggie’s stimulants weren’t going to make me happy when something
like that happens. “Fucking watch out where you shoot that shit!”
“Sorry. I have to aim I guess.”
“No shit! Imagine that.”
She surprised me then, quickly sliding up and around the edge, where she
stuck her arm out. She repeated her command and another beam of light
sizzled the air in a line that cut through a man some thirty yards away. I
guess he didn’t have a shield, and now he was in halves.
“Nice shot,” I said as she ducked back behind the wall that was giving us
cover.
We exchanged fire a few more times, but our efforts were quickly becoming
just an attempt to keep them at a distance. I was feeling a bit delirious and
the smell of my own burnt flesh wasn’t helping to keep my head clear. Their
suppressing fire let up abruptly. It had been a nonstop hail, which only served
to tell me they were about to close in and finish us off, when we heard shouts
and vehicles crashing.
I looked out to see our attackers scattering across the ground or taking to
air as Trevor’s rig plowed through the cars most of them had come in. Debris
flew away from the armored shell of the rig like bowling pins giving way to a
wrecking ball. Thin plastics and polymers were no match for a battledesigned beast like our rig. Neither was flesh and bone, as one guy who was
a step too slow found out.
The rig did a sharp one-eighty right in front of us, whipping around to offer
us cover as the rear hatch lowered to admit us. I shoved Tira in first, and
then struggled to get my bike into the back. Trevor helped me pull it up the
ramp.
Shots pinged or sizzled off the hull of our ride as we closed the hatch. The
attackers were regrouping it seemed. They were persistent, I’d give them that
much. We were off under heavy fire. I paid that little attention, figuring they
could handle it. At that point, I was a bit more worried about the cauterized
hole in my arm that was big enough to slide a Ballpark Frank through.
I took a seat next to Tira, who started to help me doctor my arm. I slapped
her hands away and took the gauze myself. She meant well, but I knew
better how to do it for myself. I tell you, cauterized or not, it hurt like a bitch.
“Shot again?” Trevor asked.
I didn’t even bother to look up. “Trevor, I’m going to have some words with
you when I don’t have better people to shoot. For right now, shut your damn
face and drive.”
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“Kameko is driving, not me.” He replied.
I looked up to see if he was telling the truth, which he was. “Shit, a decent
woman driver. I had to leave the world to find one.”
“We have more friends to play with, a lot more.” Kameko called back
worriedly from the front.
Trevor was all business then, and I really can’t remember everything that
happened, because shock was starting to settle in. I retched as I peeled my
burned clothing away from the scorched hole in my arm.
From what they’ve told me, a good number of hover cars, flying men, and
other vehicles started to converge on us all at once, like jackals on a dying
animal. Because they were more agile and faster, we couldn’t outmaneuver
them, and the rig didn’t have any serious weaponry to combat them. While
we didn’t have weapons to stop them from following us, they couldn’t really
pierce our armor either, so we made for a portal with them following and
stinging our vehicle’s metal hide a dozen times a minute.
Then the authorities got involved, following the carnage of our cross-city
battle. They were firing at us and at our attackers, too. They wanted to take
us out first and worry about blame later. All they saw was that we were
disruptive, and that was transgression enough. Kameko even tried to contact
them to explain so they’d call off the attack, but they weren’t listening. The
officials, being who they were, had a bit stronger weaponry, and we were
taking a pounding.
Looking back, I’m sure what happened to us was quite intentional, but we
didn’t know it then. Hindsight truly is 20/20. We were getting hounded so
badly that we just went for the closest portal, which we had been
unknowingly herded toward all along. Some of our equipment was fried and
we’d lost a wheel already. We wouldn’t make it to any other portal, so the
one choice was it. It was that or nothing, but even that was a bit of a surprise
because you never know exactly where a portal will be located, even if you
know you’re near.
One moment I was looking and thinking we were close to a portal, though it
could have been a thousand feet above or below us, and the next I felt that
peculiar falling sensation. The portal had been down a dark alley, and if that
wasn’t an omen of what to come, our first view of the next world was.
We all sat quietly for a moment, letting the relative quiet sink in. We’d been
in the noise of the city for days, and the gunfight and chase had been so loud
that we didn’t even realize exactly how loud it really had been until we were
clear of it.
The smells of burnt electronics, sweat, and my burnt arm were thick in the
enclosed space. Beyond the view portal was something approaching
complete darkness, though I could faintly make out that there were some
bruise-colored tinges to our surroundings. Trevor moved forward to flick on
the external lights, some of which were ruined or had been set askew during
our flight from the Nexus. Dark rock nearly ringed us in and beyond laid a
dark, lightning-swept plain.
“Magdalena, where are we?” I asked
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“Location oh-four by oh-nine – designated as Prison World.”
“That sounds bad.” Tira said. I fully agreed.
“Yeah, especially when there are no portals out of here.” Kameko said
soberly. “Look at your Key Tools. There’s one incoming portal and no
outgoing.”
“Looks like we’re going to have to cross a barrier after all.” I said.
The others just looked at me in dismay, like I was a child suggesting the
impossible to a supposedly infallible parent. I may not have known what lay
between the worlds in these barriers, but I didn’t see how we had a choice.
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 Into The Barrier 

The first things you have to do in shitty situations are: finding somewhere
passably safe and reviewing your situation objectively. Admittedly, these are
not easy things to do.
For once, we had no idea what direction to go, since none of us had ever
been here before and there were no portals to head toward. Suddenly
everyone was the world’s greatest navigator, but no one had any real
evidence that his or her opinion was right. After a heated argument, I just told
Kameko to pick a direction she felt was best, since she was driving. No one
argued much about that, though I could tell people were holding in the next
round of the argument just to make things work. There just wasn’t a better
way, and when it comes down to it, the driver decides.
Trevor set to fixing the external monitoring system so we could keep a
lookout, but it seemed that a lot of the instrumentation on the exterior was
totally demolished. I really didn’t really give that a whole lot of attention, since
I was working hard to concentrate on closing my wound with my Key Tool’s
medical upgrade. It wasn’t as easy as just ordering it done, either.
Minute after painful minute passed as the rig jolted across the uneven and
rocky terrain while my Key Tool’s implements jabbed, poked, and prodded
me. I hardly cared if it was even designed to do what I’d asked; I just let it go
to work scraping away the cauterized tissue, urging new tissue to grow with
colored lasers or something, and finally patching me up with some skin
substitute it created. Tira spent her time trying not to be violently ill while she
assisted me.
I guess it was thirty or forty minutes after I’d closed up the walnut-sized hole
in my arm when the rig halted. We were in a small depression with a lid of
basalt rock overhanging half the pit. Ambient light was either really low on
this world or it was night out. Nevertheless, we needed our external lights on
to examine our rig. Tira stayed inside, having little or no mechanical
knowledge. Kameko was supposedly handy, and she was a steady pair of
hands if nothing else. Most of it would likely fall to Trevor and I to do, and I
just hoped I’d be able to do most of it with just one hand. Sealed up or not,
my right arm wasn’t going to be much better for days.
From the outside, our vehicle was looking pretty rough. Weapon’s fire had
scored, dented, burned, and melted places on the hull; the driver’s side was
missing the middle wheel out of the three; the instrumentation node at the
rear of the vehicle, one of three on the top of the roof, was a mess of twisted
wires and broken circuitry. Generally it just looked worked over.
“Looks like a fucking mess.” I said dryly.
Trevor looked at me. “Yeah, and we don’t have all the parts we need to fix
it, either.”
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“Yes, but do we have enough to patch her up until we hit somewhere that’s
not a wasteland? Walking out of here seems like less fun than I can
express.”
He clicked his tongue and shook his head at the damage. “Maybe. The tire
bothers me the most, but I’ll need to crawl underneath to see if we’re loosing
any fluids. I haven’t checked the power plant yet either.”
“I can do the power systems. I’m better with the electrical stuff.” Kameko
offered.
“Fair enough.” Trevor nodded his head at the roof. “Try to do what you can
with the mess on the roof too. Stiles, you can get on that tire and see if you
can inflate the spare to fit. The rim looks pretty messed up though.”
Kameko nodded and stepped off to gather her tools and get to work. I set to
work, working on the spare tire while Trevor found something else that only
he could do. It was his rig anyway, and I didn’t have the energy to argue
about his bossing me around. He knew what the machine needed, not I, so I
followed his lead. One thing is certain about that time though: I was watching
for the native folks.
We spent sixteen sleepless, grueling hours poring over the rig, fixing
whatever we could that we had spare parts for. This meant cannibalizing
some systems just to get other more important equipment to work. We hadn’t
really planned on doing a total overhaul in a dead-end world.
It just got darker and colder as we worked, too, eventually getting to the
point where the rest of my body felt as numb as my wounded arm. I was
spent after that and needed rest. With my permission, though I was probably
delirious at the time I gave it, they pushed my bike outside to give me room
to lie down. I suppose they worked around me even while I slept feverishly.
When I came to, they were trying to decide what to do next, and I always
liked to let my opinion to be heard. I sat up slowly, ignoring the full body
aches and the sweat that dampened my clothes. The three of them looked at
me when I stirred.
“Are we moving along now?” I asked
“Talking about it.” Tira said.
I scooted back and braced my back against the machinery along the wall.
“No time like the present. Make for the barrier.”
“Well, we need time for the power supply to recover, and with the low light
here, we’re draining as fast as we’re charging. We’ll have to turn off all
systems for thirty-six hours to get enough of a charge back.” Trevor said
gravely.
“Screw that. We’ll need heat at least. It’s cold in here.”
“It’s cold outside, not in here. You’re just ill.” Kameko replied, watching
stoically from the front seat.
“Thanks for the weather report, duchess.” I grunted. It’s not like she was
making any effort to keep me warm. “Now what if we move to higher altitude
where we have more light so we charge faster?”
Trevor shook his head. “We already discussed that. We’re more noticeable
up there, and I don’t think we want any of that kind of attention. Here we can
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keep working, but it’ll take an extra twelve hours to recharge if we use energy
to do system checks and to power tools and lights to work by.”
It would be forty-eight hours then. “I’ll be asleep then.” Even if I wanted to
help, I would be of no use.
Trevor nodded understandingly. “We’re going to wake you up from time to
time to check on you, and borrow your Key Tool’s food-making abilities. We
don’t have a lot of food right now.”
“Yeah. Fine.”
I guess that’s what we did. I don’t know for certain, but I’m thinking there
was some sort of poison in that weapon. Each time I woke up, I felt a sliver
closer to death. I’d work myself over with my Key Tool, which cleaned and
dressed my wound, and then I’d eat and take a piss or something, only to
resume sleeping afterward. We were on the move before I fully recovered,
making for high ground with the hope that we could see the barrier from near
where we had entered this world.
The problem with that theory – which we knew from the beginning though
we hoped in this case it wasn’t true – is that most portals aren’t near the
edge of worlds. This world was actually a counterexample to that norm.
Eventually we did see a ridge of mountains that lay far at the horizon,
towering miles above the ground. The ridge was so ridiculously large that no
mistake could be made about it being the world’s barrier.
Between the ridge and us was a sprawling mess of a broken city. I don’t
know if it was left over from a previous theme this world had or what, but it
didn’t look nice presently, regardless of what it might have been once. Fires,
that probably never stopped burning, danced amid shattered remains of
towers and walls, and around them a swirled a mix of smoke and what
seemed to be snow or ashes.
We stopped once in the town, pulling into a shell wall of a building that had
long ago lost its ceiling. It seemed safe enough, all things considered. I was
out taking a piss while we recharged a bit more, so we could make that trek
to the barrier in the morning on a full battery, when I noticed a couple locals
watching me stand there with my pecker out. They were toothless, mangy
fellows, malnourished and the whole bit. I couldn’t tell if they thought I was a
woman from the long hair and wanted to do the happy man-dance with me,
or if they just wanted to eat me. I didn’t ask questions, choosing to shoot
them instead.
Trevor came storming out, bellowing at me about giving our position away,
until he saw the bodies at my feet and ushered me back inside hurriedly.
“We’ve got to move. Some of them have already found us, and I’m not
waiting to see if there are a lot more of them around.”
“Just drive, they can’t stop us I don’t think. They’re all unfed and
cannibalistic or something.” I said, more than ready to make with the border
hopping. “I don’t see what they could do to stop a vehicle from moving.”
“I’d rather not take chances myself. You can take your bike out of the back
and ride alongside and fight them if you want.” Kameko said as she started
down the slope, angling away from the settlement.
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To be honest, we did see a good deal more of those inmates, if that’s what
they were. They came at us in droves, throwing themselves on the rig,
pounding on repaired equipment with sticks and rocks, which caused Trevor
to curse and twitch every time something he’d just repaired was turned into a
pile of junk once more. Yet even if our ride was damaged, no unorganized
horde of crazies was going to stop us. How many of them fell off, were ran
over, got hurt, killed, or maimed I will never know.
Had I a chance, I’d have blasted a few more myself, but ammo was getting
dear, and they weren’t worth it. It was quite telling about this world that they
would go to such measures. Certainly they were desperate if they would
assault a vehicle like ours with no weapons worth noting.
We hit the barrier that night. As far up as we could see, the mountains shot
into the sky. They ran like a knife-edge for miles, extending in a rather
straight line that seemed to promise that they went a good deal beyond the
horizon. Up close, there was no way to mistake them for anything except
what they were – a barrier. We went closer in and we could see scrub trees
and strange vapors rising from crevices in the ground that separated us from
the barrier, but there was no visible way around.
“What do we do?” Kameko asked, as if there was a real choice.
“We push on and explore. I’m not living out my life here.” Tira said.
Kameko wasn’t one to blindly agree just on Tira’s say-so. “There’s nothing
we can do about it though if we can’t find a path through the mountains.”
I’d had enough sitting around, and wasn’t going to listen to a catfight, so I
offered a solution. “I’ll take my bike out then, and nose around to find a
pathway. I can get around better than you can, and with my Key Tool I can
let you know if shit happens.”
“Is your arm well enough?” Trevor asked, eyeing me.
I shrugged. “My fever broke, I think, and my arm is at about fifty percent
mobility, but I should be fine. Just give me an extra piece of hardware.”
“I’ve got a couple automatic rifles.” Trevor suggested.
I grinned. “I saw.”
“I don’t think this is wise.” Tira commented gravely.
“Look, you don’t want to stay, so we need to get out of here.” I hate to
explain the obvious. “And I’ll probably get healthier sooner if we ditch this
world. Maybe the next place will be a tropical beach where I can lay out and
sip margaritas until I’m back to normal, or maybe it’s not. It can’t be much
worse than here, though.”
That pretty much decided it. Once more, no one could offer any arguments
that held weight against mine. It was just as well. I felt a hundred percent
more human once I was out on my bike, picking my way between rocks and
fissures as I went toward the wall of stone. The closer I got though, the more
I could tell that the wall wasn’t as solid as they seemed from a ways back.
It took me three or four hours or so, dull hours of constantly looking over my
shoulder, but I found a way through that was wide enough for the rig. The
mountains really weren’t that thick either; they just sloped off like they went
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up. They rose to a sharp knife’s edge – they were tall but narrow. Beyond
them it looked like there was another sort of hell waiting for us there.
Roiling clouds and bluish green lightning danced in that area between
worlds, and it was easily far enough across that I couldn’t see the next barrier
beyond it. As to that wasteland between the barrier ridges, which was the
actual barrier I suppose, who knew what kind of things lived there, or what
the weather conditions would do to our vehicle and to our bodies. We had no
choice. It was a necessary evil to confront, and I wasn’t going to be timid
about it.
I started back after finding the path, marking it on my Key Tool. I’d like to
say it was an uneventful trip back, but I had to pick my way around roaming
packs of what might have once been humans. I almost broke my neck once
when an inmate jumped me when I was negotiating a few blind corners
through the rocks. He had the nerve to try to sink his teeth into my neck.
Even with a gimp arm, I told him who’s the boss. I was itching to wash after
touching the scuzzbag though. Who knows what sort of contact diseases I
could get from him. That shit just ain’t kind.
By the time I made it back to the rig, something like seven hours had
passed since when I had initially left. I knew from having occasionally
checked in via Magdalena that they had had a few run-ins with the inmates
themselves, but they looked little worse for the wear even if their nerves were
a bit more frayed.
I never thought I’d be happy to see that battered tin can we traveled in
again, not after laying on the floor in there, sick for days. But, I was weary
and there were some eager faces waiting for me. “I found a way, but it’s not
going to be easy.” I announced exhaustedly.
Despite my warning, I saw hope bloom on their faces. I guess that was my
good deed for the day.
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 Playing with Ugly Puppies 

There was a lot of silence when we entered the buffer zone between the
barriers. No one knew what to expect, least of all me. They had all lived in
this universe longer than me, especially Kameko and Trevor, who had both
been here quite a while. They’d heard the stories and legends, while I’d just
heard it was a shithole. Usually that’s enough of a testimonial for me, but I
had to admit I was curious. From what I understood, this was supposed to be
like walking naked into a dark alley in Detroit with a bunch of C-notes taped
to your body. So, being the sort of guy I am, I was morbidly curious to see
just how bad the place could be.
As soon as we rolled down from the gap in the mountains I’d found, and into
the grey and mostly featureless land that stretched in front of us like an
unpainted stretch of a painter’s canvas, we started seeing problems with our
instrumentation. Sensors – those that had survived intact and functioning
through the beatings we’d taken lately – started picking up ghost readings,
impossible readings, and incredible fluctuations in every possible
atmospheric condition. Then most of them stopped working at all, leaving a
few to continue providing impossible and unhelpful readings. We turned
those off. All we could trust were our eyes, and what we saw shifted and
changed with each passing moment. The land was like an oil slick on water,
constantly shifting and unpredictable.
Then we started getting feedback over our vehicle’s internal speakers,
mixed with occasional rasping noises and whispers that sounded like no
language I’d ever heard. So we turned those off, too. I guess whatever was
making noises felt like being heard then, because our Key Tools all started
broadcasting static simultaneously. Static I could deal with, even if
Magdalena claimed there was no incoming transmission, but when we
started hearing nonsensical whispers in alternating languages – probably
every language that was spoke on all five-hundred plus worlds – we started
to get worried.
Green lightning fell all around us as we rolled forward, surrounding the
vehicle like the branches of a weeping willow, dancing around us without
hurting us. Smells of ozone permeated even the sealed atmosphere and
filtered air of the rig, occasionally mixed with the ever-so-pleasant scent of
sulfur.
We trusted that we were going in a remotely straight line only because we
kept the wheel from turning as much as possible, and even when we had to
turn to avoid things we couldn’t drive over we kept track of how far the wheel
was turned and for how long so we could reverse that direction to get back
on track. It was very important to continue in a straight line, lest we become
lost and wander the barrier until we had no more energy to continue. All of
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our gauges were flipping out and rolling over though, so anything could have
happened.
We hit a bank of viscous clouds some time later. I say some time because
our timepieces, even if they had independent power supplies or batteries,
didn’t work right; My wristwatch was actually running backwards sometimes,
and you don’t see that happen often. Our watches weren’t the only things
that didn’t work. Even the rig began to show abnormal power drains that had
Trevor clicking his tongue and worrying over the gauges, which could have
been lying to him for all we knew.
The black clouds parted for us like tar in a gas form, though some parts
seemed to tear like cotton candy or fiberglass threads as the rig plodded on,
ignoring their domain. Sometimes the clouds moved in strange ways or
formed almost recognizable shapes. It would be easy to just say it was my
imagination or some mathematical or statistical probability that formed what I
saw, but it definitely seemed like more than that. A dozen times I swear I saw
faces or recognizable shapes in the mist, boiling up like angry grey and black
dragons or demon’s faces like you see in Buddhist temple effigies. I’d blink,
and they’d be staring back at me, only to fade when they’d caught my eye.
Then the clouds would writhe around us like the thousand tentacles of an
unworldly jellyfish. I couldn’t help but wonder if the thing was actually a large
cloud mass, or something smaller and alive that had attached itself to us and
was following us, all the while draining our energy.
Yet if the cloud seemed content to just make faces, the voices were more
aggressive. When we’d started to tune out the whispers and chanting on our
Key Tools as white noise, the voices changed to howling, intermixed with
laughing.
“What the fuck was that?” Tira said, sitting rigidly upright from her prone
position on one of the rear benches. She stared at her Key Tool as if it were
possessed.
“Who knows? Personally, I’d rather not know.” Trevor said.
I was inclined to agree. If something messed up was out there, I’d rather not
confront it without being able to stare down the barrel of a shotgun at it, or a
cannon – that seemed more likely to be able to stop something here.
“I think I just saw something cross through the clouds ahead. It looked
alive.” Kameko announced.
“So do the clouds.” I commented dryly.
Kameko gave me a worried look, and she knew what I meant, because she,
too, had seen the grasping hands and faces in the black clouds that hung
oppressively around us.
“What did it look like?” Tira asked.
“I don’t know. I only caught a glimpse of something white moving through
the clouds. That’s why it caught my eye, because it wasn’t grey.” Kameko
answered, white-knuckling the steering wheel.
I watched the forward viewport for a while, and then turned to Trevor. “Hey,
Trevor, why isn’t there a big cannon or machine gun turret on this bitch?”
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He laughed. “Because it was more of a transport and recon vehicle, not a
tank.”
“Next stop, put on a laser turret.”
He shook his head in a contemplative manner. “It’d drain too much energy.
You’d only get a few good shots off, and then we’d be stalled.”
“I’m just the soldier, you can work out the technical problems.”
As if on cue, there was a loud grinding noise and the interior running lights
flickered twice before the rig stalled and rolled to a stop. They all looked at
each other in the dim light, confusion being the ruling emotion in that
moment. I, ever practical, drew out that nice automatic rifle with a built on
grenade launcher that I used when I was scouting out a gap in the barrier
ridge. Even though I’d done that, I waited until Trevor ran a few diagnostics
before standing and saying, “Looks like you need to do an outside checkup.
I’m betting one of your electrical system patches or whatever broke. That or
something out there tore something important to pieces.”
He nodded gravely and strapped on a tool vest plus a thigh-holstered pistol
that I’d seen him carry once or twice before when he thought shit was going
to get dirty and up-close. Kameko was talking to him quietly in the front of the
vehicle, expressing affection and worry or something like that. I know what
passes between men and women, especially dangerous situations, as I’ve
been in more than my fair share of them.
I was feeling a mixture of impatience and mania, common feelings for me
when something strange and potentially dangerous looms around me.
Having been recently wounded, feverish, and trapped in this tin can for so
long didn’t help either. So, to be dramatic and funny, I bent over and kissed
Tira hard and said, “Don’t worry about me.”
Before she could reply, I pounded my fist on the rear hatch lever and
stepped out into the caustic air. I may have forgotten to mention it, but Trevor
and I both donned a breathing mask to strain out whatever might be in the
air. Truthfully, it could have been a vacuum out there, or it might not have
had any breathable oxygen. We didn’t think about that though, and with our
sensors on the fritz, we had no way of knowing about it before testing it
firsthand. We had two choices: either we had to walk out or get out and fix
the vehicle so we could drive out, and either option required time outside.
We closed the hatch and made our way around the vehicle, starting around
the driver’s side. I tasted ash and smelled decay on the air. My eyes stung
and my skin burned as tendrils of the cloud reached for me. I swatted a
hand-shaped protuberance of fog away from me, and it dissipated. Nasty
clouds are not good, but clouds that grab at you are just a damn bit worse.
“God… that smell.” Trevor shouted over the wind.
I nodded and kept my eyes peeled. There were deep scratches along the
hull, always three of them, and they were close to perfectly parallel. These
were in addition to the burns, gouges, and other damage we’d already
sustained, but these were definitely fresh.
“They look like claw marks,” Trevor said.
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That made twice in just a few minutes I’d agreed with him, which was
almost a miracle in itself. We continued around to the front of the vehicle,
where Kameko watched patiently from the other side of the window. I
shrugged at her to indicate we were unsure of what was wrong so far.
Something caught my eye then, a flash of white, and I let go a spray of
bullets. I wasn’t taking chances. Maybe I hit it, and maybe I didn’t. I’m a good
shot, but in those conditions I just couldn’t be sure.
Trevor rushed over, having heard the cracking report of my semi-auto.
“What is it?”
“Apparently nothing, since I’m not seeing any bodies. Better to shoot at
nothing than not shoot and have it jump you though.” I answered, yelling
through my breather.
He nodded, blinking away tears caused by the air and clouds. “Let’s try the
other side, and then the back.”
There were more long gashes along that side. Through one we could see
sparks and circuitry. I figured that was our problem, but when I pointed to it,
he shook his head no, and then pointed down. I took a glimpse around, and
nodded to him. He hit the dirt and slid underneath the rig, while I covered
him. He was gone for a few minutes, and then I felt a tap on my leg. That
probably wasn’t the best signal to give me, seeing how I almost blew his arm
off just on reflex. That’s the kind of thing that ends friendships – or working
arrangements as we had together. I suppose it was lucky that I somehow
managed not to pull the trigger.
“Find it?” I asked impatiently when he stood back up.
He eyed my gun warily, knowing he nearly got shot. “Yeah. A rock tore out
a power conduit. Must have been pretty rough too, because it went through
the plating.”
“Can you fix it?”
“Yeah. It may take twenty or thirty minutes though, because I’ll have repair it
and then weld an extra plate over the damaged area or it will happen again.”
He nodded toward the back hatch. “Let’s go get some tools then.”
I followed, mostly just to get out of the elements. My eyes felt like they’d
been rubbed with sandpaper, and my skin felt sunburnt. Back inside, we
were met with a hail of questions, which I let Trevor to fend off while I
washed the sheen of crud off my skin – just in time to go back out into that
same crud once more.
Trevor pilfered some parts from our meager stores of supplies, which
weren’t exactly plentiful after our last set of hasty repairs, and then we were
back out in the shit. This time I had a bandanna on over my neck and my
forehead, and some fingerless biker gloves on. It helped, but the damn stuff
still seemed to find its way past these simple defenses.
Trevor slid underneath the rig and set to work while I kept watch for him
again. I kept glancing at my watch out of habit, but that was pointless, seeing
how it was broken. I’d bet twenty minutes or more passed, and then I saw a
flash of white again. This time I held off until I got a better look, so I could get
a real shot off at it. My shot failed to produce a body, so I figured it was
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nothing or I had missed whatever it was once more. Trevor poked his head
out long enough for me to wave an all clear, and he set back to work. It came
back a couple minutes later; only this time when it came back it halted in
front of me just a couple feet deep into the heavy cloud. I shot a grenade
then, not really expecting it to hit anything, but if it did, I wanted it to hurt. I
realize it was pretty dangerous, but a guy like me takes risks.
Fortunately, or possibly unfortunately, it hit something. I saw a brief flash of
eyes through the cloud before the grenade blew up. The concussion threw
me back into the rig, which I’d been standing three or four steps away from
when I fired. I saw stars as I slumped to the ground, but I didn’t stay there. I
rolled away and staggered back to my feet.
“What the fuck? Are you trying to kill us?” Trevor asked, having crawled
back out in those moments after the explosion while the fireworks and stars
were clearing from my head.
“There was something there.” I pointed to where the phantom creature had
been and tried to ignore the fact that my jacket was smoking a little bit.
“So? Shoot it. Don’t blow it up. Do I have to take your toys away so you
don’t kill us all? All I ask is that you fucking stand there and watch for stuff
while I work, is that so much to ask?” He shouted at me.
Maybe it was just nerves, but we’d been on each other’s cases since day
one, so I got in his face. “Fuck off. I saw it’s beady eyes, and I tried to take it
out. I don’t even know if it’s dead.”
“I hope so, because we almost were. I’m trying to fix stuff, not blow it up.”
“Well good for you. I’m trying to protect us from some critter out there. Get
your ass under the damn rig and get back to work.”
He made to say something else, so I hit him. I’d had enough of his ‘I’m
smarter than you so just do what I say’ shit. I don’t care if it was his vehicle
and not mine; that just made it more fitting when the back of his head
bounced off it. It was my left hook though, which wasn’t my best punch. Still,
it surprised me when he immediately rebounded off the rig and came at me.
He was a quick little bugger for a pretty boy who’s used to using wrenches.
He drove the flat of his palm up into the underside of my jaw, and when I
reeled, he grabbed my shoulders and brought his knee up toward my groin. I
turned and took the knee to the hip instead, delivering a head butt to his the
upper portion of his face. He grabbed at his left eye, where my forehead had
struck him. I brought my forearm up to his neck and pinned him against the
rig’s wall. A little pressure on the trachea does a lot to get a man’s attention.
Even then, all the fight didn’t go out of him. Had he not stopped struggling
and looked over my shoulder, I’d have obliged him kindly with a few more
fists.
“Your friend is back,” he choked out.
I decided in a blink of an eye that it wasn’t a trick or a ploy. He was serious.
I let him go and hurriedly scooped my assault rifle up off the ground. The
white flash of skin, scales, or whatever was back, and I think it wanted a
piece of me for that grenade bit. I pointed at the ground to Trevor, who
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nodded before rolling under to get back to work. Our fight would have to
resume later.
I paced back and forth, moving a few paces away from the rig, hoping to
draw whatever it was out so I could get a good look at it. It bided its time
though, mirroring my movements, occasionally showing me it’s large, yellow,
glassy eyes. They reminded me of a porcelain doll’s dead eyes. It played
with me for a while, appearing and disappearing, but I think whatever was out
in the clouds knew its chance was about to pass because Trevor was
finishing up. That’s when it came after me. It happened fast, so I may miss
some details, but the creature itself I will never forget.
It was as tall as me, and though it walked on two legs, it had four. I was
pretty sure it walked on all fours quite often though. Its glassy eyes were
framed by a frightening collection of teeth, scales, bony protrusions, and
horns. It was pale like the color of a corpse, and it half smelled like one,
though it was the smell of rotting flowers I remember most about this
creature. Its tail was as long as its body, and it cracked it side to side like a
whip as it charged me.
I stood my ground and shot it as it charged. My bullets did little more than
scratch it as it threw itself at me bodily. I had little choice but go hand to hand
with it. Well, I had a bowie knife too, and I made good use of it. The creature
tried to gore me with its pair of foot-long tusks, so I kept my head and chest
out of its way as I grappled with it. I don’t think I’ve ever strained as hard as
that before, and I gave it all I had. Bones creaked and my muscles felt on the
verge of tearing away from the bones as I matched strength with this beast of
the barrier zone. Even on my best day, I’d wager that it was stronger than
me, and at that very moment my right arm was only at a little better than half
strength.
Only years of grappling with drunks and toughs in bars saved me here.
Each time it wrenched at my limbs, tried to disembowel me with talons or
tusks, or it battered me with its tail, I’d twist away and try to get a dominant
hold on it. Had it been just a strong human, I’d have killed it a dozen times
over with my fists and my knife. As it was, I was the one getting killed, pieceby-piece.
Trevor must have finished his work and radioed into the rig to get them to
test the vehicle again, because I heard it start up. Trevor came up then and
stared at the beast and I, entwined in mortal combat as we were. My left ear
had already been half torn off, I sported an impressive montage of cuts and
deep gashes on my body, and I’d been gored with those tusks once in the
shoulder – though not deeply.
Trevor was a quick thinker at least. Some people would stare at such a
sight for a long time, but not him. He shot the beast with a pistol he kept in
his thigh holster, which momentarily drew its attention away from me. I buried
my Bowie knife hilt-deep into the spot where its neck met its front-left
shoulder. I guess that was a soft spot, because its hide had turned my
previous attacks, and I’m not bad with a knife either, a leftover skill from my
army days.
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It threw back its pale head then, eyes glittering like golden fire, and it
opened its great maw, showing three rows of jagged teeth arranged in
concentric circles like a lamprey’s mouth. I drew a pistol with my right hand
and shot right down its throat three times before its mouth clamped down on
me and bit through my arm midway up the forearm. If I thought I’d known
pain before, this was a novel feeling indeed.
“Warning: detecting severe tissue loss in the right forearm. Injecting
coagulant agents and stimulants.” Magdalena announced. She punctuated
my pain with medical information and obvious statements I didn’t need to
hear just then. Perhaps it fueled my rage though.
I took the thing’s eye then, using the knife I drew out of it’s shoulder with my
left hand, and I think my scream of rage and pain challenged even the
creature’s howl of agony as I dug it’s glowing eye out of its bony face. It fled
then, taking a pistol and part of my arm with it when it ran. Trevor opened the
hatch and dragged me back inside. As he pulled me, I grabbed the beast’s
eye off the ground and brought it with me. If it had my arm, I was keeping its
eye.
The eye burned hot like the pain in my arm, and then I briefly saw the warm
light of the cabin tinged with the red and black of encroaching
unconsciousness as faces gathered around me to doctor yet another set of
wounds this universe had dealt me.
I do remember giggling deliriously and saying as I went into oblivion, “At
least it’s that same wounded arm.” I think only the beast and I would have
laughed at that one.
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 Re-Armed 

I think I slept through two worlds after we cleared the barrier. I hardly know,
as I was delirious and don’t remember more than a dozen disjointed
memories, all of which consisted of burning pain searing through my nerves.
So, pardon me if I lost track of how many worlds we scuttled through.
The next time I opened my eyes, I had tubes in my nose, hooked into my
good arm, and a dozen or more sensors hooked up to my vitals. The
obligatory catheter was hooked up to me too, though there was no feeding
tube or respirator working for me. Small wonder, that. I guess I was being
spared some discomfort by the powers that be.
My mouth felt like sandpaper and tasted of camphor. My eyes were
scratchy, I think I had bedsores, and I ached to take a massive crap. No one
seemed to be around, so I got up, divesting myself of all the equipment and
tubes that were strapped to me. The pressure in my bowels made me not
care if doing all that would bring the hosts of medical staff down on me or
not.
I slid off the bed and pushed past the privacy curtains. It was pretty drafty
with just the hospital gown on, and since it hung open in the back I was glad
that there didn’t seem to be anyone else in the room, despite there being
three more beds. After some feeling around, I found the light switch in my
room’s bathroom. I stepped up to the sink and shook my head. I had a beard
and I looked haggard. All the medication I was on had made my eyes
bloodshot with dark raccoon circles around them. When I hesitantly looked to
my arm, I saw something that astonished me: I had an arm instead of just the
bloody stump I remembered having the last time I was lucid. It hadn’t even
occurred to me that I had the arm when I was removing all those electrodes
and IV’s, but now that I looked at it, painful memories came storming back.
I might have needed to drop one off, but discovering you have a new arm is
something worth postponing a dump for. My new arm was clear, like those
phones where you see with all the insides, but there were no microphones or
speakers in my arm, just blood vessels and translucent muscle fibers. As I
held my arm up to the light I, I flexed my fingers, marveling as I watched my
blood vessels constrict and widen ever so slightly. I must have tested out my
new arm for an hour, wondering at how even hair, albeit of the lightest blonde
color I’d ever seen, was starting to grow on it to emulate my other arm. The
oddest part was where the clear flesh met the ruined and scarred flesh where
my arm had been sawed off by that creature’s wicked mandibles. Like the
teeth of two gears meshed together, clear imitation and real human flesh met
with barely a seam. In some places it seemed like the human flesh was trying
to push through and spread into the new clear tissue, and I wondered if it
would all be taken over by human flesh eventually.
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“We fixed you up good, eh?”
I turned to confront the female voice that had come from over my shoulder.
A smart looking woman with brown hair, glasses, and a lab coat grinned at
me. “What the hell is it made of?”
“Synth-flesh. It’s my creation. It will take genetic samplings to morph itself to
any wound, no matter how bad, and build a replacement limb, organ, or
whatever else is needed. You need only to survive long enough for it to do its
work. Fortunately you were strong enough to live”
I lowered my arm, noting the pair of darker streaks through my arm
indicating the forearm bones, and the dozens of small bones in my palm and
fingers.
“Trust me, it’s accurate. You’ll begin seeing hair sprout everywhere it used
to be as well. I can’t do much about the old scars or other markings you used
to have though.”
“Seems to be pretty on the mark. It doesn’t feel entirely right though.” I
turned away from her, and washed my face. She was still watching when I
looked in the mirror. “Mind? Gonna empty my colon, and pull out my
catheter.”
She nodded as if this was the most natural and inoffensive request she’d
ever heard. She was a doctor after all. “I’ll wait outside then. I’d like to do a
check-up.”
“Might be a few, longer if I had a newspaper. I’d kill for a sports section right
about now.”
She nodded, and started toward the door. “I’ll check on some of my other
patients then.” So much for the sports section, I guess.
The graphic details of my first bowel movement after a couple weeks
without one, that I can remember anyway, are not worth knowing. Suffice it to
say that it was painful and long. When I came out, the doctor still wasn’t
back, so I explored my room to find some more appropriate attire. I had just
found my digs when she returned.
“On the bed.” She ordered.
“First day awake and I’m already getting pussy. Life is good.” I commented
with a smirk.
“I don’t like my men unwashed and recovering from major surgery.” She
returned in a deadpan fashion.
“How do you like them then?” I asked, sitting down for her to examine me.
She quirked an eyebrow as she began examining me in less intimate ways
than I’d hoped. “I don’t like them dangerous and scruffy. Let’s leave it at that.”
I laughed. “You see a dangerous man, but I say these are scars born of
protectiveness. I earned these latest battle wounds saving my companions.”
“And all the others?” She traced a hand across my abdomen, which was
crisscrossed with white scars, which were by no means the worst of my
scars.
“Army, random bar fights… I won’t pretend it was all from altruism. I’m
certainly no angel.”
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“That’s what I thought.” She wrote a few things down, and stepped away
from me to give me a critical eye.
“How am I?” I asked.
“You’re running a mild fever, but that’s typical for someone adjusting to as
much prosthetic body as you have now. It works your body extra hard to help
you replace the Synth-flesh.”
“So it won’t always be clear? It’s kind of neat that way, even if I’ll have to
wear a glove to not freak people out.”
She shook her pretty little head. “No, it should mostly blend in, though the
circumstances of your bite, and the characteristics of that beast’s saliva in
your bloodstream may change things.”
I shrugged. Whatever. That was fair enough, and it was certainly better than
no arm. “Speaking of the beast, I cut its eye off and I kept it. I don’t see it
here with my belongings, though.”
“Oh. I was running tests on that item.” She must have seen my frown, but it
was my eye, won fair and square. “Trevor and the others agreed to it, and
that’s how they could afford your new arm.” She explained.
This was news to me. I’ll admit anger was my first reaction, but when I took
a look at my arm, I decided I didn’t mind so much. At least I wasn’t going to
be fighting with a hook or something. I had been given a great second
chance – now I just needed another Desert Eagle. “Can I get the eye back
then? Before I go? I’m a bit emotionally attached to its owner, nostalgia and
all from the good times we shared.” No way was I going to lose an arm, and
not keep the eye of the critter that did it. That was my tie to that thing, and I
was already starting to think about going back after it to finish it off.
“I’ll bring that back shortly. I promise. I just couldn’t pass up the chance to
test a barrier beast. No one I know has ever been able to run any analyses
on barrier beasts before.” I felt relieved when she agreed to return it. “Where
are my friends?” I didn’t use that word lightly, but they’d dragged my carcass
around instead of dumping me. “I don’t see any of them.” Surely they hadn’t
brought me here just to leave me like a stiff?
“They’ve checked up on you a few times, but they’ve all been working very
hard to re-outfit their vehicle or whatever it is travelers like yourselves do on
down time. I guess your transportation was pretty well done with by the time
they got it here. The barrier wasn’t easy on it. You weren’t much better off.”
“I don’t imagine so. Where can I find them then?”
“There’s a place not far from here. I’ll write the directions down for you, but
I’m not sure you should be leaving yet.” She said worriedly.
I couldn’t help but wonder if there was more to her worry than regular
doctor/patient stuff. A man can hope, right? “Trust me, I need a shower and a
shave like it’s nobody’s business.” When she grinned I gave her a mock look
of displeasure. “I need to plan my next move too.”
“Give me fair notice of your ‘next move,’ would you? I think I want to be out
of the city when it happens, judging from half of what I’ve heard about your
exploits during the few chances I had to engage in idle chatter with your
comrades.”
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Fair enough. “What was your name anyway? I never caught it?”
“Rebecca.”
I looked her over, trying to find some sign of her not being like me – gills,
scales, or tail or something. “Are you human?”
She rolled her eyes. “I’m of the same species as you, if that’s what you call
your people where you come from.”
“Good deal.” She turned to go, and I caught her arm. Worry flashed in her
eyes briefly.
“Thank you, for the arm. I don’t think anyone else has ever done me that
much before.” I managed to get out. I’m not one for thanks, you see. A guy
like me just repays favors in kind. It’s not exactly easy to repay someone for
a new limb though.
“It’s my job.”
I let her go then, so I could get dressed and get out of here.
As I was getting ready to step out, she returned with my trophy from the
beast, and directions to find my friends. “If you ever want to roll around in the
sheets so I can thank you properly, you know where I’m staying.”
She shook her head. “Thank you, but no. I’m flattered though… really I am.”
I shrugged, wrapped her up in my arms for a hug that lifted her off the
ground and an ass grab that I think she quite enjoyed. I grinned as she tried
to look professional and smoothed out her lab coat and hair, and then walked
out of the hospital. I like to leave them breathless and wanting more.
I stepped outside a few minutes later, with the golden eye of a barrier beast
in one hand and my directions in the other. I must admit to having felt oddly
naked without firearms as I took a look around.
It was like being back on Earth again, in a Midwestern city of about a
hundred thousand people or so. Buses and cars went by, shops and houses
lined the streets, and power lines ran everywhere. Self-important guys in
suits paced back and forth as they talked on cell phones, and up the hill I
could see a couple high-rise office buildings.
I glanced at my left arm, where my Key Tool was still waiting for me. What
would have happened if that arm had been bitten off instead? Would I still
have been able to use portals? “Magdalena, where am I?”
“Location oh-two by oh-four – designated as Suburbia.”
“Excellent.” There were three portals, too, and all of them were bidirectional. That meant no more border hopping. I stared up in wonder as a
plane crossed a couple thousand feet above me in the yellowish, slightly
smoggy sky. I took a lungful of air, savoring the fact that it tasted faintly like
home. Then I started to follow the directions on the paper Rebecca had given
me.
I was thinking about her as I walked, and found myself pleasantly surprised
that all my plumbing still worked despite the catheter and other abuse I’d
taken. I was in such a good mood – an uncharacteristically good mood
almost – that I bummed a cigarette off the first smoker I found and took a few
liberating puffs as I walked.

 133 

 In Roam 
It was probably a three-mile walk to where the directions terminated and left
me at a small motel, but it felt great to walk, even if my muscles were stiff.
The rig was nowhere in sight at first, but I spotted a machine shop across the
street and noted a few clothing stores not far from that. This looked like the
place according to the directions. I patted my pocket as I stared
mouthwateringly at a greasy diner right next to the hotel.
I had some money, so I went in, asking first if they’d take either type of
currency I had on me, which was just a handful of credits from the Nexus.
They took those, though they favored me with one of those looks that says,
‘oh, you’re that sort of trouble’ when I offered them the foreign money. So I
sat down and had myself a steak and some eggs, and a whole pot of black
coffee. I left the waitress everything I had, minus a couple credits I used to
buy a half a pack of cigarettes off a guy at the next booth.
I felt more alive than I could remember as I went next door to the motel,
cigarettes in the breast pocket of my tattered jacket and stomach full of
cheap, greasy food. The guy at the desk was waiting for me I guess. He
knew my description, so he just looked up from his paper and handed me a
room key when I wandered in. Maybe Rebecca had phoned ahead.
Even after a couple weeks of being laid up in a hospital, I’m smart enough
to glance at a floor layout and match key numbers, so it was no big deal
finding my room. When I let myself in, Tira was laying on the bed trying to
watch what passed for local programming on the television in the double-bed
room.
“Holy shit!” She screamed, hopping off the bed and assaulting me with a
vicious hug.
Her legs wrapped around my waist and her tongue found its way into my
mouth. I responded in kind. Warm welcomes are seldom nicer. A large part
of me wanted to give her pelvis a workout then and there, but I needed to
bathe to feel totally human again. I needed to see my ride and get my guns
back, too. Then I was all for the love play or whatever might happen.
“Miss me?” I asked with a grin.
She let me go and stepped back to look at me. I tossed her my trophy eye.
Before she could answer, I said, “Hold that, baby. It doesn’t need a shower.
I do.”
“How’s your arm?” She asked, worry plain on her face.
“A-ok. It’s aching to wring some barrier beast neck though.”
She nodded, noticing I had kept that hand hidden as best as I could with
some rags I made from an extra shirt that had been left at the hospital. It
wouldn’t have been good to show my clear arm to the waitress at the diner.
Although, I suppose they already knew I was a bit more than a regular out-oftowner.
“I never got to see the creature, neither did Kameko. Trevor says it was
pretty horrible, like a white dinosaur with golden eyes and teeth like razors.
Maybe I’m glad I didn’t see it, but I had to see what it could do to you.”
“It wasn’t pretty, but it was only half as mean as me. Believe me. It just had
a worse bite.”
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She grimaced. “That’s not funny.”
I shrugged and threw my clothes off as I walked into the bathroom. She
followed me, handing me small travel bag. It had a couple disposable razors,
as well as one good razor, complete with shaving cream, cologne, and all the
other amenities a man might need.
“Thanks.”
“No problem. I thought you’d want to clean up.”
“Give me fifteen to clean myself up and then we can do whatever you want.
Well, after I check on my bike and my guns that is.”
“You don’t want me in here? I’ll scrub your back?” She grinned slyly.
Yeah, scrub my back. I’ll bet that’s what would happen. I shook my head.
“Next time. Alright?”
She pouted but respected my wishes, leaving me alone.
I gave myself a long hard look in the mirror, and then started lathering up to
shave. My mind replayed my fight with the beast before my eyes as I scraped
my cheeks clean of beard growth, growth I’d not been conscious for because
of that beast. My new arm spasmodically tightened a few times, and I had to
take some deep breaths to relax.
Then I got under the hot water and tried to cook away my worries. I knew
there was going to be a period of adjustment after all that had happened, but
I was starting to wonder if I’d got the wrong white face tattooed on my back.
My brother’s slayer in my dreams was not as cruel and powerful as what I’d
faced out in the wasteland between worlds. Yet they seemed strangely
connected, my brother’s killer and that creature. I just didn’t know how.
All I knew was that someone was going to pay for what they’d done to me.
I’d gotten my ass kicked through too many worlds and that was about to
change. I needed to find a gun range, some heavier weaponry, and some
more Key Tool upgrades.
If answers were so painful to get in this universe, people were going to start
sharing my pain, because I’d already taken more than my share. I was more
than ready to start dishing it out in return.
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 Happy Trails 

You can call me single-minded or whatever you want, but that doesn’t make
it true. Admittedly, my mind has a few ruts it likes to get stuck in: guns,
booze, women, my bike, my music, my stomach, and occasionally smoking.
After being laid up for so long, I needed to satisfy all of my vices.
My stomach had steak, eggs, and coffee in it, and I was feeling clean and
dreadfully under armed. So I was fixing to go get my guns, wherever they
might be. Tira surprised me by having them out on the nightstand for me –
holsters and all. Despite being one Desert Eagle short, I was happy enough
to kiss her, and I did.
Her perky little ass, busy hands, and lithe body enticed me into some carnal
acts just then. I’m ashamed to say that I’d almost forgotten what the feel of a
woman was like after lord knows how long it’d been. I’d been busy getting my
arm chewed off and getting manhandled in hospitals, so that sort of stuff put
a dampener on my sex life. I know I’m making it sound like I was in prison for
a year, but I’m a man of considerable appetites, and at just that moment Tira
was like eating a bigass steak when you’re starving.
Afterward, she lay on her stomach smoking while I pulled my clothes back
on. She’d cut her hair shorter than it had been before, and it hung forward,
getting in her eyes. It wasn’t a bad look, but it only reminded me that I’d been
out of it for a while.
“How long was I out?” I asked as I tugged on my boots.
“Thirty-seven days.”
“Really?” That was a week or two longer than I had thought. “No wonder I
feel so weak.”
“Stamina doesn’t seem to be a problem, dear.” She remarked with a wink.
I slapped her bare ass, getting a peal of laughter out of her. “Is Trevor
across the street in that shop?”
She nodded and exhaled deeply, expelling a strong gust of smoke from her
lungs.
“Kameko?”
“Who knows? The woman is like a ghost, coming and going, fetching Trevor
what he needs.”
“Jealous?”
She shook her head. “No, just waiting for you to become my own personal
little go-getter.”
I snorted. “Not gonna happen.”
“We’ll see.” She grinned, but she didn’t sound that confident in such a thing
actually happening.
The last things I put on were my armpit holsters, one under each arm still,
even if one was empty. I felt undressed without them. As I stepped toward
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the door, she jumped off the tussled bed, and dug a wad of cash out of her
purse, handing it to me.
“I do like to get paid for my work.” I joked.
She just shook her head in mock disgust and said, “Stay in one piece,
Stiles.”
I gave her a mock salute and shut the door behind me. The walk down to
the ground level and then across the street gave me a minute or two to think
about Tira. She was desirable enough in her own way, and a fair traveling
companion, but I just wasn’t the type to settle down. I didn’t even feel any
real attachment to her. Sure, we’d just been knocking boots, but that didn’t
mean she was anything to me. I just couldn’t allow myself to need her like
that no matter what passed between us. Would she see it that way? Likely
not.
I know I’d thought a dozen times since I got here that I’d be able to settle
down in a city like this, but things had changed since I got here. The whole
scope of what I was about was getting larger. I had critters to exact revenge
on, worlds to change, and a universe worth of puzzles to answer. I couldn’t
just accept that somehow I had been randomly chosen and thrown into that
Pygmy Outback, not just on chance. Someone wanted me here enough to
disrupt what I had going back home, and I wanted to know who and why.
People were going to start becoming forthcoming around me, willingly or not.
I vowed that as I stepped into the machine shop.
I found Trevor right away, or his feet at least. He was under a car, doing
what he did best. I tapped his foot with my boot and waited for him to crawl
back out. “Hey, shitface.”
Trevor stared up at me in wonder, picking himself up and dusting himself
off. “It’s sleeping beauty…” He grinned then. “Honestly, I think you need
another fifty years to get half as good-looking as me.”
“Yeah, that’s really cute. Where’s the rig?” Enough joking, it was business
time.
“It’s out back. I’m renting a shed from the owner and fixing it at night and in
my
spare
time.”
“Can I see it? I’d like to roll out of here and get back to solving the mysteries
of the universe again ASAP.”
He didn’t seem to notice the tone of humor in my voice. He was too busy
fretting over the rig, mentally running through checklists of work to be done. It
was his baby, practically built from scratch from what I understood. When he
wandered out back, I followed him.
The rig was there as he’d promised. It was on some really big blocks to
allow better access underneath, and it dominated the little aluminum siding
shed. Most of the surface damage had been repaired and painted over. It
was olive drab now, with black trim. I was reminded of the military once
more, which brought with it a strange mix of nostalgia and distaste.
“How’d you manage all this in a low-tech world?”
Trevor shrugged. “I brought a lot of tools with me and built what I didn’t
have.”
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“Any serious modifications?”
“I’m working on that turret you suggested. It’s come to my attention that we
need better defenses. More external cameras, in armored bubbles this time,
and fun toys have been added, too.”
“Nice. How soon can we leave?”
“A few days could probably do it. Everything is fully charged, but I need to
finish the turret.”
I pulled myself up a ladder to look at the added weaponry. The low-lying
turret sported a pair of barrels, one of which looked to be a machine gun or
something, but I couldn’t tell what the other was. “What is this second barrel?
I don’t recognize it.”
He grinned at me. “It’s a combination turret. Using some of the latest
technology here, with what I had, I can make that shoot something akin to
napalm, or it can propel a solid or explosive shell capable of piercing over ten
inches of polymerized steel.”
I whistled and climbed down the ladder. “So it’s like a rail gun?”
“Pretty damn close. It’s untested though. I wouldn’t want to shoot through a
dozen buildings and kill someone here. We’ll have to give it a test out in the
hills beyond the city.”
“Plan on it then, for two days from now. Right now I’m all about getting
myself another Desert Eagle if I can find it, or something nastier if I can’t.
Then I’m ready to roll.”
“I’ll let Kameko know we’re moving soon. I guess there’s no reason not to
move since I can’t do a lot more here. Tira’s been pretty bored here, too, so I
think she’d welcome the change of scenery. She’s been dancing a few times
to make money. I don’t exactly keep tabs on them though.”
That didn’t surprise me. The girl needed something to do and some
spending cash. “Where’s my bike? I want it.”
“It’s in the rig still. I’ve tuned it up a bit and replaced some of the parts to
make it run more efficiently.”
“Sounds great.”
The retrieval of my ride concluded our inspection, so we went back outside,
me pushing my bike in front of me, while he locked up the shed.
“Can you crank up the firepower on whatever I buy? I want something that
would make Satan shit himself if I whipped it out in front of him.” I grinned
and wrung my hands together anxiously just thinking about it.
He gave me a long look and sighed. It was one of ‘those’ looks like I was
being a bad child again.
“What?” I demanded testily.
“You’re just gonna get shot again. Can’t you take the high road for once and
not buy things that will just make you overconfident and get you into more
trouble?”
“Look, asshole, I saved your ass back there in the barrier, and you owe
me.” For a moment it felt like we were resuming the last conversation I
remembered having with him, even if it was over a month old. “That thing
would have torn both of us to pieces if I hadn’t wrestled with it, so get off your
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high horse, and give me something that packs a better punch. If I’d been able
to hurt it before, things wouldn’t have turned out like they did. I’d have blown
its brains out instead of choking it with half an arm.”
He threw his arms up, and started back inside.
“Don’t walk away.” I yelled after him, and he stopped. “We’re in this
together, though I’m starting to question why. If I get a damn gun, will you
give it more kick? That’s all I need to know. If you can’t, I might have to
rethink our status as a team.”
He glared at me, which is not a particularly wise thing to do, and finally
nodded. “Fine.”
That was all I needed from him, and that affirmative answer had me giddy
with the possibilities.


So I went gun hunting and that took money. Money meant Tira, since that
wad of petty cash she gave me wouldn’t be enough. She was dressed when I
went back to check on her. I told her where we were going, and what I
needed from her. There were no arguments. She tugged on some knee-high
leather boots and a black jacket to go with something like a miniskirt, and we
were off.
Gun shops are to me what candy stores are to kids. Guns don’t rot your
damn teeth though; they just put you or the guy on the other end of the barrel
in a hole in the ground, but what the hell, eh? I found some place that
smelled of gun oil and polished steel, perfume to a guy like me, and tested a
couple dozen guns on their range. I must say I impressed the locals,
stomping in with an intimate knowledge of weapons and a slutty-looking
woman on my arm. They don’t get a lot of women in gun stores, and when
they do, they’re always husky hunter types, dykes, or something unattractive.
So Tira had them so charmed that they’d have sold me the shirts off their
backs, but I settled for a semi-automatic military rifle, and the meanest
handgun I could find. It took a larger holster, but the weight of extra steel
under my armpit was something I could grow used to.
I felt like a kid on Christmas morning for a few hours after my purchases,
and I’ll have you know I thanked Tira adequately for her monetary
contributions to my arming. Yet after those few hours, those next two days
seemed to crawl by for me. I spent a lot of it eating and pumping iron so I
could start putting some meat back on my bones and tighten up muscles that
had gone slack from being abed for a month. It was steak and eggs washed
down with beer for breakfast, followed by some high protein sandwiches for
lunch and dinner. A man needs to eat a lot if he’s putting on mass, and I lifted
weights until I felt like my arms and chest would burst. I spent my nights
curled up next to Tira, who continued to offer herself to me with no visible
strings attached.
Trevor and Kameko I saw little of, other than to give Trevor my new guns.
The two of them shacked up at night, but she ran errands or did her thing
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during the day. I really don’t know much about her activities, and I didn’t
bother to find out. Secretive women are trouble, and I didn’t need any more
than I already attracted on account of my jovial, peace-loving nature.
Two days became five and then seven. I was getting irritated and antsy.
Just for something to do, I started accompanying Tira to where she was
working, to watch her shake her business. It was how we made money to get
by on, since all of Trevor’s money from fixing half the town’s automobiles was
being sunk back into the rig. I worked out something with the owner, who
didn’t mind having an extra pair of fists keeping people in line. This was not
the Market World though, and people weren’t falling over themselves to
rough it up with me, which meant the pay was less because the risk was
less.
I wore a glove those days, even at the gym. It went all the way to my elbow,
and if anyone asked, I said it was burnt in a house fire some years ago, and I
didn’t like to show it because it wasn’t pretty. The truth was a lot less
believable anyway.
Each passing day I watched my arm grow less translucent, turning a cloudy
grey, and then slowly becoming white. It felt more like a natural part of me
every day, though every time I looked at it I would remember why it wasn’t
the original and how it got that way, and I’d just seethe with anger.
Twice, I rode back to the hospital to see Rebecca for checkups. My body
temperature was lowering, as there was less and less Synth-flesh for my
human flesh and blood to overtake and claim. My body was acclimating and
absorbing the Synth-flesh at an acceptable rate, she determined. And
despite my visits, we didn’t mess around, if that’s what you think. Even with
my face nice and clean-shaven, other than my goatee, I didn’t make the
moves. She didn’t really seem like the type of woman who appreciated the
bad boy sort of guy like myself anyway.
When the morning finally came where we could leave, and I never could get
a real straight answer as to why it took so long, I was elated. That
anxiousness you feel when you’re about to start something new kept me alert
and on my toes all morning. My energy level was up and my mood was
decent.
Tira and Trevor had quit their jobs the day before, Kameko had wrapped up
her business, and we loaded up into the rig. Then we rolled out of town. That
world will always be one of my favorites. It’s a bit dull, but nice in a very
homey sort of way. It was like home without the danger, which is
unfortunately a bit like a beer without the alcohol: pointless.
Using police scanners, we avoided any authorities, winding our way into the
hills outside of town. Once there, we looked for a place to stop and test our
new weaponry. We found an abandoned gravel pit some number of miles
from everything, and we drove down into it. It was as good a place as any, if
you ask me, and they did ask me.
Trevor returned my guns then, something I’d been on his case about since
the day I’d given them to him. I carefully studied the modifications, but
couldn’t tell what all he had done. His pleased smile, one of those ‘I’ve done
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something clever’ faces, made me curious. I pounded the hatch entry lever,
and went out to play. Tira and the others stood behind me in an arc as I
pulled out the modified handgun. It wasn’t much bulkier than before, but it
was heavier.
“You might want to use both hands.” Trevor suggested.
I scoffed at that, lowered it at an old soda can fifty yards away, and aimed.
As I pulled the trigger, my entire arm rocked, and the concussion rattled my
shoulder and teeth. Astonished, I lowered my gaze to my target. All that was
there was a smoking hole that tumbling gravel was filling in. “My ears are
ringing.” I exclaimed, staring at the muzzle of my hand-sized cannon.
Explosive rounds are so damn nice.
“You’re welcome.” Trevor said, and I noticed he’d herded the others a few
more paces back before I’d fired.
“I don’t know what you did, but it’s damn nice.”
“Yeah, but four or five shots will probably be all you can get off before your
arm breaks or something.”
“That’s a new arm too, so don’t break it.” Tira said, biting her nails
nervously.
“The semi-auto isn’t as strong, but it should be more accurate, more
powerful, and have better range.”
I caressed the nickel-plated steel of my new toy and put it in its holster.
After I gave the rifle a brief workout and found it quite acceptable, we tested
the external cameras, having Kameko walk around slowly so we could find
blind spots. Trevor had done his work well, and all that was left to test was
the turret.
The machine gun worked pretty well, but the corners of the vehicle’s roof
cut down on what angles we could safely fire at. The whole thing was run
from a small joystick inside, which you’d use in coordination with a targeting
program that showed where you were aiming with a symbol on the external
camera monitors, as well as the turret’s own camera.
The rail gun was a wonder. We actually tested it on a tree that had been
growing on the lip of the gravel pit. I’m no ecologist, but I’m not one to just
start blowing away greenery just for giggles. However, the only things in the
gravel pit itself were trash, pools of standing water, and an occasional shrub,
so that was our only real choice for a target, unless Trevor wanted to
volunteer. I asked. He didn’t.
We settled on the tree and took a crack at it. The rail gun fired with a loud
sound that sounded to me like an air compressor exploding. Less than a
second later, the tree trunk exploded into toothpick-sized fragments where
we had hit it, felling the entire tree, which was probably two feet or more in
diameter and easily forty feet tall. Needless to say, I was very pleased. I think
I got wood just from watching.
Before anyone could come and check out the noise we were making, we
started off toward a portal. Apparently Kameko had gone to all three portals
in the month I’d been taking my beauty rest. She’d checked where each of
them led. She’d been to each of the worlds on the other sides of the portals,
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so we picked the one that she claimed would lead us in the direction we
wanted to go. She’d traveled a lot more than any of the rest of us, but I didn’t
know just then that she wouldn’t be going with us. When we reached the
portal we planned to go through, we stopped just short, and Trevor opened
the rear hatch.
“Potty break for the ladies? Again?” I must admit, in the seventeen-hour
drive to our portal, I’d gotten a bit testy again.
Trevor shook his head. “Kameko is taking another portal. She’s going home
to the Nexus.”
“I thought we left a mess. Won’t she have fines to pay?” I asked.
“Not if they don’t know I caused the mess, and if they do, I have enough
money to pay for my share of the damages. I’ll probably have to sell that
place we stayed though, so your friends don’t track me down.” She
explained.
I grinned. “Sure you don’t want to stay and party with us some more? You
and I haven’t had a chance to roll around naked together yet.” That earned a
dirty look from Tira.
Kameko chose to ignore my last wisecrack. “Barrier jumping, getting shot
at, and unexpected roaming are not my idea of fun. I think I’ll live longer on
my own.”
“Best of luck then. I hope I wasn’t too hard on you. You’re not half bad.”
She nodded, shouldered her bag, and gave Trevor a long, hard kiss. She
pulled away breathlessly, gave Tira a hug and a whisper of encouragement,
and stepped out the back. I guess they had all known this was going to
happen, but I had not. I’d miss her I supposed; her silence and her driving
were easy to tolerate, and she had a nice figure to stare at when I was bored.
Certainly there were much worse traveling companions.
I sat in the front seat then, the co-pilot’s chair. After the hatch closed, Trevor
took us into the huge culvert that was our passage into the next world. His
eyes were glistening with unshed tears and his brow furrowed. I would have
felt sorry for the guy, wondering what he got out of all this, if I weren’t the
man I am. Still, he should have shown a bit more pride. That crying over his
woman deal, what’s that all about?
Maybe he had questions that needed to be answered too – things that
needed to be done. He couldn’t just be doing this for the hell of it. No, he had
a reason, and in that, he wouldn’t be so different from Tira and I. While
Kameko had resigned herself to living in this universe, we couldn’t abide it, at
least not without answers.
This time, the disorientation of the portal jump felt like one more step, one
more piece in the puzzle. It was a leap toward understanding.
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 Fellowes 

“Magdalena, where are we?”
This was a very familiar question by now for sure, even if it came with a
different answer every time. “Location oh-seven by one-four – designated as
Gaslight Metropolis.”
“Gaslight?” I wondered aloud, counting six portals on my Key Tool.
“Yeah. They have gas lamps all throughout the city supposedly. It’s like old
London, circa 1800 or thereabouts.” Trevor replied.
“So ball gowns, carriages, and pistol duels?” Tira asked.
Trevor laughed, piloting the rig down a road lined with twisted apple trees.
“You’re probably thinking about the more romantic elements of the era, but
yeah, there’s some of that stuff here. There are also diseases, rats, pollution,
and a whole lot of horse shit.”
“I don’t mind low-tech. It means I have less lasers and nasty stuff to worry
about. Still, won’t they take it wrong to see our tank roll down their damn
streets?”
“That’s why we’re not taking it into the town. We’re probably going to rent an
apartment, but we’re definitely getting some local garb. Then we can ask
some questions of the folks in the area, some of which are rather
knowledgeable in the subjects you’ve shown great interest in.”
“Fuck that.” These two words said it all. “I’m not throwing on some foppish
crap just so I can flounce around with the loonies in this world.”
“I have a contact in the city. He lives by the local rules, and wouldn’t
appreciate the peace being disrupted by some gun-toting jerks from another
world.” Trevor said very evenly, taking care to catch my eyes in the rearview
mirror.
“On to the next world then. Screw this stuff.” I declared.
Tira groaned. “Stiles, you’re going to pass this chance by just because you
need to pull on a top hat and something decent to wear?”
She had a point. I wasn’t up to playing dress-up, but if this guy knew
something I needed to know, it might be worth the bother. “Think this guy
knows anything about the Wardens?” I asked diplomatically. After all, some
things were worth the embarrassment.
Trevor nodded. “I know he’s met three of them.”
“That’ll have to do then. Let’s go get all sissied up and go play this guy’s
game. His shit better be worth the bother.” I said, and then I sat back and
watched the scenery.
It reminded me of an old movie. Our rig took up the entire road, which was
little more than a few wheel ruts wending through mile after mile of hills and
orchards. Fog clung to the ground, so I assumed it’d either just rained, or it
was dawn. With no sun or moon it was hard to tell sometimes. I always
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wondered why whoever built this universe couldn’t or perhaps chose not to
implement a sun and moon in each world. Who am I to debate world-building
logistics though?
We rolled up to a broken-down barn a stone’s throw distance from an even
more decrepit farmhouse, which was falling apart up on a hill that overlooked
the entire estate. Unkempt fields lay around the farmhouse. A goat wandered
around near the double doors of the barn, bleating uninterestedly at our
vehicle.
“This looks promising…” I commented with more than my usual share of
sarcasm.
“Yeah, it reminds me of a site for ritual murders.” Tira added, with little more
hope than I had for this locale.
Trevor shook his head, stepped outside long enough to open the barn, and
then returned to the driver’s seat. He pulled the rig into the old barn, and our
headlights made it pretty obvious that this barn was as unused inside as the
outside had promised.
We all unloaded then, taking with us only the necessities, which meant a lot
of guns for me, and one or two for the others. The barn smelled musty, and I
could hear the squeaks of bats up in the rafters and the dark corners of the
barn. Near the door there was a large trunk. It looked out of place here only
because it hadn’t been covered with years’ worth of dust and bat turds.
“Those are our costumes.” Trevor said, indicating the chest. “Kameko left
them here for us. She took a jaunt on into this world to set things up for us.”
“I wondered how you knew where to go. I knew you weren’t heading toward
any of the six portals, not that I could tell anyway. I guess we owe her for that
too.” Tira said.
“She wasn’t bad I guess.” I grudgingly admitted.
Trevor gave me a look and popped open the trunk. Three packages waited
inside, each wrapped with twine and brown paper. Our respective names had
been written on each package with a wax crayon.
My costume wasn’t as bad as I’d expected, but it left a little to be desired. I
ditched the fancy breeches and kept my black jeans, since the breeches
were tight enough to make it look like I was wearing a banana hammock
around my waist. It made me think that Kameko had wanted to check out my
package. I kept the linen shirt and the black trench coat that went all the way
to the ground; the coat gave me more places to hide guns. There was some
sort of bowler or hat that went with the ensemble that wasn’t going to get
worn.
Trevor looked the part in his ruffled shirt, dark vest and matching suit, and
top hat. He had a silver-headed cane in hand, and a pocket watch on a finely
wrought chain too. He reminded me of Zorro for some reason, but that might
have just been because he was a Latin fellow. Tira needed my help to get
laced into her bodice and gown. It pushed her tits up onto a shelf of steel
boning and she couldn’t really bend her back after we were finished trussing
her up. She didn’t seem that uncomfortable, and confided in me that she
sometimes wore that sort of stuff anyway. Fetishists are interesting people.
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I was worried about her having to walk a few miles into the city in that
getup, but that problem was already solved for us. We had just finished
taking turns dressing in the rig when a carriage rolled up. Being Hudson
Stiles, I was of course suspicious, and I pressed the barrel of a gun into the
sternum of the greasy-haired fellow who drove it the second he hopped
down. He damn near pissed himself I think, though that might have actually
improved the smell wafting off his unwashed body. I had him pressed firmly
against the side of the carriage with a fist full of bunched shirt cloth to
reinforce the idea of the firearm pressing against him, just in case he didn’t
recognize it for what it was.
“You’d better have a damn good reason for being here, or you’ll be
breathing through an extra nostril.” I warned him.
The fabric of his shirt stretched and began to tear in my fist. He blurted out
his answer so fast that I had to have him slow down and repeat it before I
understood completely. “Messir, I was paid a week ago to stay in this house
and wait with my carriage for someone who would come and require my
services.”
“A woman? Long dark hair, her eyes were narrow and wider than normal,
and she had a great ass?”
He nodded emphatically, though he seemed uncomfortable with my frank
description. “The very same.”
I glanced toward the house. “How’d you live in there? It’s all broken down.”
“I brought food and drink for two weeks and a few books to keep myself
busy. I laid on an outdoor sleeping mat I brought with me.”
“She paid you well, I take it?”
“Yes, messir.”
“What were your orders? Where were you to take us?”
“I am to take you into the city, wait where you tell me, and then bring you
back when you are finished in the city.”
“Is it dangerous there?”
“Not for one such as yourself, I would think. Women,” he indicated Tira,
who was approaching with a wide frown upon her face, “I think should be
careful. There are many murders lately, especially at night.”
“Well, there are going to be a few more if anyone messes with my woman,
my friend, or me.”
Sure, I was exaggerating my companions’ importance to me a bit, but this
fool didn’t know that. It’s easier to make people think something means a lot
to you and that you’ll leave a lot of bodies strewn about if they bother you.
You can always explain later.
I introduced Trevor and Tira to our rat-faced, greasy driver, and we loaded
into the coach he’d brought. We had to help Tira up into the passenger cabin,
and I was none too gentle, lifting her inside with a push of my hand on her
ass. She was still grumbling and fiddling with her voluminous skirts as Trevor
scooted in next to her.
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When I shut the door behind him, she leaned over Trevor, giving me an
ample show of the rounded tops of her breasts, and asked, “Aren’t you
getting in?”
“I’m riding on the back. There’s a handrail there so I can get on top and ride
shotgun.”
“Try not to kill anyone.” Trevor pleaded.
“I’ll just maim and dismember today. We’ll call it a holiday.” I winked and
held up my hand in an oath-taking fashion. “I promise.”
And then we were off. It was a horrid ride, I’ll tell you that much. I know they
had giant leaf springs under the coach, but they were simply too stiff and the
road was too bumpy. A lesser man would have felt sick jostling along like I
was, and I heard Tira complaining from inside as we rode, so it wasn’t just
me disliking the hemorrhoid-inducing bounce we were subjected to. I gave
the driver a dirty look. He just nervously offered apologies and slowed down
a bit. It didn’t really help, since it prolonged the trip, or suffering as you have
it. I was ready to shoot someone by the time we finally hit the city.
Sprawling farmhouses in sore need of a fresh coat of whitewash gave way
to two story shops and apartments. A pair of glass fixtures sat atop each of
the streetlamps that were placed every other block along the cobbled streets
once we were in the city proper. Men with capes and hats strolled down the
street with ladies in fluffy gowns on their arms, or, if they were rich, they rode
on coaches similar to what we rode on. Many houses had thick smoke
issuing forth from their tall chimneys. I guess they were burning peat or
something really smoky, which made sense when you considered the bogs
and low-lying terrain around the city.
As we rolled past, few people gave us much regard. Apparently we fit in
well enough as to not cause a scene. Even when we stopped in front of a
three-story building on a busy corner, no one watched us more than anyone
would watch the random comings and goings of other city folk. Cities lend
anonymity to people not wishing to be noticed. It’s exactly what we needed.
Our driver hopped down to open the door. I was standing there to help Tira
down after Trevor was out of the passenger cabin. She handed me the
bowler hat I’d discarded back at the barn.
“I don’t want it.”
“Your shades already make you stick out. People will take notice.” She
replied.
“Gentlemen wear hats in this world, Stiles.” Trevor commented as if he were
being helpful.
“Who says I’m a gentleman?” I tucked my shades into my breast pocket,
and tossed the hat back into the coach, shutting the door after it. That
effectively ended that discussion.
The coachman explained to us where he was going to be waiting if we
needed him, and then drove off. I wasn’t even really expecting to see him
again, but good things can happen, so maybe he’d honor his deal.
We pushed into the building we’d been let off in front of. I led the way, so I
got to see the bustle of the commercial office first. Dozens of clerks scribed
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notes and filed them away, while a few people worked in a side room laying
out pages for a printing press. The whole room smelled of the acrid ink they
were using. Trevor shouldered past me to speak to the first young clerk who
inquired what our business was. They talked for a moment before the clerk
led us to a great wooden staircase with worn treads at the back of the large
room. We went up to the third floor, and I could see as we went that the
second floor was much like the first. But the third floor was not like the
previous two. The third floor was nothing but filing cabinets and elderly men
in expensive suits digging through them, and a few offices where they
reviewed their findings. It was into one of those offices that we went, with
Tira’s cream-colored skirt swishing with every step of the way.
How women of this world stood it, I don’t know. She was already looking a
little pale from how tight the bodice was, and she was no stranger to fetish
gear. Maybe it was a size or two too small or something.
The clerk knocked on the glass window that was set into the top half of the
door. The name Raymond E. Fellowes was frosted onto the glass. I could
hear papers shuffling within, and then the clearing of a throat. At that signal,
we were let in, with the clerk shutting the door behind us so he could get
back to his work.
The man inside was sitting behind a great mahogany desk with a fountain
pen in hand, penning a letter. Head tilted down toward his work as it was, I
could see a ring of grey hair surrounding a bald spot at the crown of his
head. When he looked up, I could tell he was ancient. His skin was wrinkly
and papery, though I noted he still had steady hands, even if they were liver
spotted.
He regarded each of us with a critical gaze, and his eyes rested longest on
me. “I see a trio of adventurers. One is a wayward young lady of loose
morals. The second is a working sort of man. He’s likely good with his hands
and yet he takes too much pride in his looks. The last seems to be a
mercenary. You can always tell by their eyes.”
“I thought we were coming for answers, not career counseling.” Tira said
tartly.
I was chewing on some choice words myself, but I wasn’t going to use them
unless this fossil didn’t have any answers for me.
Trevor took charge here, lest Tira or I offer more words that were less than
pleasant. “Raymond, we were sent by Kameko. She said you might have
answers.”
Raymond’s face softened at the mention of her name. “Kameko, yes, she’s
such a dear. How is she?”
“She was fine when we parted ways the better part of a day ago.” Trevor
answered.
“It’s been too long, and I’m starting to think I won’t see her again before my
time is up.” He replied, coughing.
None of us said anything. How could we insult the man by saying he looked
hale and healthy – not after that cough or his apparent age.
“We’re here for answers.” I said.
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“Yes, yes. I see that. You certainly aren’t here for the ambiance.” He
indicated the dimness that surrounded us.
It was time to move this conversation along. “So talk to me. I need to know
about Wardens. They seem to be the only ones who might know about how
we got here, why, and how we get home.”
“That’s a brave assumption.” Raymond remarked with a secretive smile.
“Yes, well correct it if it’s wrong. Tell us you made this universe, and you
have all the answers.”
He shook his head. “Sadly, that’s not true. I have met three different
Wardens though, so I’m as good as the next person to talk to about them,
perhaps better.”
“Where can I find them?”
“Each pair of Wardens has a stronghold they’ve designed where they rule
their Layer from. Usually they work in pairs and live together, though there
are some Warden pairs that live apart, especially on the outer Layers. That is
so they can have two bases of operations to work from. It’s all about
establishing a locus of control, you see.”
“And where are they on this Layer?”
“They’re on oh-seven by two-zero.”
“How many jumps away is that?” Trevor asked, his mind already
contemplating the logistics of the trip it would take.
“Seven,” Raymond announced with hardly a moment to think, “or five if you
want to travel a couple worlds that would likely be deadly even for you three.”
That was a lot of jumping. I’d rather not do that much if it was avoidable.
“What’s the easiest way to get to a Warden then? From here that is.”
“Two jumps. I have an acquaintance who could lead you there, though he
isn’t quite what you’re used to as company.”
That wasn’t exactly promising. “Does that mean he’s a raging lunatic or a
nasty creature with a set of teeth that would frighten any dentist? Because
those sorts of things are nothing new for us.”
Raymond shook his head, his wattled neck shaking. “I mean he’s not
human. He’s trustworthy in the utmost sense.”
“What about the origin of this universe?” I took a longshot stab at the heart
of matters.
“That’s beyond me. I’m sorry. It’s beyond most if not all of the Wardens, too,
I’d bet.”
“How about how we are selected to come here? What do you know of that?”
Raymond cleared his throat before answering. “It is my understanding that
this universe is like a great big ball with holes in it – a spherical colander if
you will. Now imagine that there is a light within the center world of this
universe, and the light pours through the holes. They protrude in great shafts
to probe through the dark room that is the other, outer universe. As this
universe spins and dances among the cosmos, occasionally these shafts of
light touch other worlds in that outer universe, and whoever happens to be on
the other end of that light gets brought here.”
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I frowned. While I could visualize his explanation, it was far from what I’d
expected to hear. I glanced at Trevor who seemed likewise surprised.
“Forgive me if your kindergarten explanation seems too easy.” I finally
announced with great doubt.
“Is it?” Raymond chuckled. “Or is it that you expect to be special. You want
to know what made you so important that you could be pulled away from
your important life like the rest of us stuck here were? You’re not unique,
friend. You’re one of millions displaced from their lives by this universe. They,
also, were chosen with no more care for what inconvenience or trouble it
would cause them than you were shown.”
“I’m not saying I’m fucking special. I just need to know. Is that so bad?”
He shrugged, and watched me with his crafty little eyes. I hate men like him;
men who always acted so smart because he knows how to put words next to
one another to make people like me look dumb.
“I have no further questions.” I said, and left, slamming the door behind me.
Tira followed after me, catching up to me on the descending flights of stairs
and nearly falling to do so. I shoved the too-helpful clerk in the entryway out
aside and went outside. Tira grabbed my arm when I stopped on the
sidewalk.
“What is it? What did he say that was so bad?”
I shook my arm loose and paced back and forth. “All these people just sit
here and take it. I try to figure out why the hell we’re here, and I get mocked
for it. Well fuck these defeatist fucks! I’m going to get some answers.”
“It’s not that way. I don’t think so anyway.” She said softly, perhaps trying to
calm me. “These people probably went through the same thing you and I are,
struggling to find answers, and eventually it just wasn’t worth it anymore.
They settled down and gave up because they could either start a new life or
spend their entire life searching for answers that might not exist.”
“I’m not like that.”
“Well maybe they found something here that wasn’t so bad, something that
made them decide that they could live here after all instead of wasting the
rest of their lives trying to get home.”
“Are you saying you don’t want to go home anymore? Am I wasting my time
here getting shot up and stabbed to get you back to Earth?” I demanded.
There was more than a hint of accusation in my words.
She wore a pained expression when she answered me. “No, I’m just saying
that people can make a life anywhere, if they try hard enough. You and I, we
aren’t ready to sit here and get domestic yet. Someday we may be.”
“Don’t bet on it. I’m not a family guy with a farm and a hound dog sort of
man.”
“I know, you’re the guns, booze, women, and motorcycle sort of guy.” She
sighed.
“That’s me to a T.”
Trevor came out then, and stepped over to where Tira and I stood, both
smoking. He grinned at us.
“What’s the grin for, jerkoff?” I asked, less than kindly.
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“I got the name of Raymond’s friend. He’ll lead us to your Wardens.” He
answered, ignoring my insult.
“Let’s get the fuck out of here then,” I paused to glare at a woman who had
the gall to look offended because she had to hear my filthy language during
her walk to the hat shop or wherever the hell she was going; she hurried off.
“I’m ready to get back into my clothes, even if you shiny happy people are
not.”
“We need to collect our carriage first.” Trevor announced, which set the
three of us off walking down the street toward the abandoned lot where our
ride was supposedly waiting.
As we walked, I thought I saw a familiar flash of white, but I couldn’t pick it
out of the crowd when I tried to see it again. I didn’t know what I thought I
saw, but something tickled the back of my mind, and that was never a good
sign.
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I would have left that world behind immediately if that had been an option,
but as it happened, our contact from that old fart Fellowes that was to lead us
to the Wardens was in the same world. With the directions that Trevor had
been given, we went off in search of our guide. Raymond’s warning that the
guide was not what we would expect, or what were used to, was ringing in
my head as our carriage jolted down the cobbled street. Or maybe that was
just the jarring of my skull as we hit pothole after pothole.
I was riding shotgun again, and as such I was exposed to the myriad odd
smells that a low-tech city gathers about itself. Let’s just say I was less than
pleased with the bouquet this crapfest offered. This was even more so as we
left the town and entered an agricultural sector. There were pigs and cows
everywhere, and they just added to the delight. It wasn’t entirely unexpected,
knowing how our luck had been going, for us to stop at a hog farm.
Immediately I began to brace myself for a bunch of bad shit to happen.
Trevor and Tira unloaded, and I went over to our driver.
“What the hell is this? A farm?”
“Messir, I have followed these directions given to me perfectly. We are
where I was told to take you.”
“Trevor?”
He shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. This is where we were told
to go.”
“Our contact better not be a goddamn pig or something.” I warned him,
remembering how Raymond had said he wasn’t human.
There wasn’t really anything he could say to that, so he shrugged, and
started up toward the house.
Tira took my arm and gave me a worried look. “I have a funny feeling about
this.”
“And for once, it’s not my hand on your ass.” I replied, trying to make light of
the situation.
The feelings that we were in for another wacky adventure weren’t exactly
allayed when a senile old man stumbled out from the farmhouse to greet us.
He ambled over to us, and took Trevor’s hands, shaking them. “Messirs,
what can I do for you?”
I frowned. “What’s ‘messir’ anyway? Are these people French?”
“It’s like saying ‘my sir.’ It’s a term of respect.” Trevor answered, ever the
helpful soul.
“We’re here to meet some guy who can lead us to the Wardens. Please tell
me it’s not you. I really don’t think you’re up for the kind of travel we’re going
to be doing.” I told the old man, who had watched our exchange with
amusement.
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He cackled mirthfully and shook his head. “No, he’s out back.”
“Out back? In a pen?”
The old man shook his head and regarded me curiously. “No.” That was all
he said before he turned and started walking around the farmhouse.
We followed him around back, to a small shed. I couldn’t help but think he
had some cross-eyed troll of a stepdaughter chained in there that he wanted
to marry off to me, but even that wouldn’t have been as odd as what we
actually found. When we opened the door, we saw a rather austerely
decorated room. It was mostly just a motley collection of cushions and rugs
spread out on the floor, with a few random objects lying around. A large dog
with loose skin and droopy ears lay in the middle of the room. Its ears perked
up and it looked at us.
“Oh god no.” The words escaped my mouth unbidden.
The dog stood up and padded over. Tira shook its paw when it offered.
“Oh god no.” I repeated myself and turned to leave.
“I thought you came for a reason? Am I not what you expected?” The dog
queried, and in perfectly unaccented English no less.
“Look, we don’t need a bloodhound to lead us to the Wardens. What’re you
gonna do, sniff them out?” I chortled.
The dog crossed its arms in an offended manner. “They won’t accept just
anyone. You’ll need a way in even if you can manage to find them. I’m your
meal ticket.”
I cringed and regarded the talking dog. Trevor shrugged – he was obviously
more accepting of strange folk than I.
“We don’t have any dog food though.” Tira remarked worriedly.
I just about died laughing then. It was just so ludicrous. We’d effectively
traded Kameko for a talking mutt. She was pretty useful at times too, and all I
could imagine now was waking up with fleabites all over me.
“Are you up to date on your shots?” I asked.
The dog assumed a mockery of a human frown. “I’m disease free, and
probably cleaner than you. Now do you want my help or not?”
“I don’t see what you get out of this deal. What’s your angle, pooch?”
“I have my reasons, namely being escorted back to the Wardens. Some of
the worlds between here and there don’t take kindly to canines, not even
talking ones. And call me Barney, not pooch or mutt. I have a proper name
just like I’m sure you do, though you’ve not been kind enough to offer it.” The
dog said indignantly.
“I’m Stiles. Pretty-boy here is Trevor, and the tits are named Tira.” I
indicated each in turn as I named them.
“That’s a little better. I assume your mode of transportation will
accommodate one more?” Barney asked.
“Yeah, but you may have a little trouble with the bucket seats.” Tira
quipped, grinning at me as she got into the spirit of things.
How many more times we teased the poor dog, I don’t know. He bore it with
great patience and grace though. Eventually we decided that Barney was a
necessary evil, and we left after a brief goodbye the dog shared with the old
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man who had been something like a caretaker for him. As for the trip, I think
it helped some that I was riding shotgun on the coach, or I’d have been
teasing him the entire ride back to the abandoned barn where the rig was
parked.
We shed our regional clothes and got back into more traditional and more
comfortable garb. Tira seemed quite relieved to be out of the tightly laced
bodice, though I’d miss seeing her breasts pushed together and put on
display like that. I thought it was rather becoming, but I’m a bit of a pig, so
what do I know?
Our greasy driver made himself scarce then, having fulfilled his contract. I
think he was rather frightened of Barney too, who might have been sniffing
him hungrily. The driver’s fear was quite palpable, despite how sweet the dog
looked and talked. Every time the dog would open its mouth, our driver would
make a superstitious symbol to ward away evil, and shake his head. It was
probably better that he went on his way anyway, before I decided we didn’t
need witnesses.
I thought, as we pulled out of the barn and started toward the portal that
Barney directed us to, that I saw another glimpse of white on one of the
monitors displaying external camera feeds. It looked white with a yellow eye,
but I said nothing. When I replayed the camera footage from every angle we
had, there was nothing there. I put it off to nerves. Lord knows that beast and
I had reasons to see each other at every turn and in every unexplained
shadow.
Leaving behind world oh-seven by one-four was no big loss to me. I had
disliked crusty old Raymond’s smug appraisals and assumptions, I hated the
costumes of the world, and I had decided that the stink of the world couldn’t
leave my nostrils soon enough.
Soon, in this case, had meant a couple days to work around the city, ford a
river or two, and wander through mile after mile of orchards. Eventually we
did make it to the portal though. Barney’s tail wagged with excitement as we
neared our exit. That’s when I noticed that the damn dog had a Key Tool. I
suppose I should have expected it, since he would need one to get from
world to world by use of these portals, but I hadn’t noticed it before.
Key Tools were funny like that though. If you weren’t looking for them you’d
miss them entirely. In fact, no one without one had ever been able to detect
mine. Even Rebecca, for all her tests she’d run on me, hadn’t noticed it or
commented on it if she had. I’d seen her examine my arms and run her hand
along my flesh as if the Key Tool wasn’t there. I guess it was another mystery
I had to solve, albeit a less important one than my others.
Barney yipped as we rolled into a train tunnel cut into the hill, and slipped
into another world. Of course we had to wait for a train before we could go. It
wouldn’t do to die in a train wreck because we rushed our exit by a few
minutes. That wait put a few things into perspective.
The sheer ease with which we were transported hundreds or thousands of
miles away with ease never ceased to amaze me. I guess it happened
instantaneously, but a week could pass each time you hop into a portal for all
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I knew. Reality seems to bend in a number of other ways in this universe, so
why not time too?
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When we first rolled into that next world, I tapped the monitors, thinking
something was wrong. For a startling moment, I almost thought we’d
stumbled into another barrier, except that I knew we’d come through a portal.
“Um, are we having instrumentation problems?” I asked.
Barney growled, so I shifted my gaze to the front of the rig where everyone
was looking outside. All I could see for as far as the land stretched was a
grey, flat surface with occasional white gridlines crisscrossing and dividing
the terrain into even squares.
“Where is everything?” Tira asked, voicing the question we were all
thinking.
“Clint. What world is this?” Trevor asked his Key Tool.
“Location one-oh by oh-eight.” The key tool replied in a gravelly voice.
“Yeah, but what’s it called?”
“There is no designation for this world.” The Key Tool replied.
“How is that? I thought every world had a name.” I said, turning to Barney.
“You’ve been here before, Toto. Was it like this before?”
He shook his head, his long ears flapping about noisily. “No, there was a
world here before.”
“What’s happened then?” Tira asked Barney.
“I think they reset the world.” Barney answered.
I looked over at the mutt. “Reset? Like resetting a game console? A flick of
a switch and this world is gone like my Pac-Man scores at the local diner?”
This was a scary thought to me, that someone could clear out an entire world
at will and leave it a clean slate. “What happened to all the people and plants
and stuff?”
“Anything within is typically relocated or destroyed during the reset. Resets
happen when a world gets so out of hand that it’s no longer even remotely in
line with the wishes of a Warden. Picture a world unintentionally, or
sometimes intentionally, ravaged by a massive war or diseases that destroy
all life, plant and animal alike. The world is left in ruins, uninhabitable, or
maybe barren. The Wardens reset everything and eventually they build a
new world. Maybe they’ll even restore the world to its former theme and
collect new people to repopulate it. Or, they could try a new theme since this
one obviously failed somehow.” Barney explained.
That verified my suspicions that this place was a giant machine. How else
could they turn off a world like this? “That’s messed up. Wardens are that
powerful? What stops them from just resetting a world to get someone who
has pissed them off?”
“Nothing but their consciences. There are some checks and balances I
assure you. Wardens are not immortal, which makes them subject to
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revenge from their citizens and roamers. They also have to answer to the
Wardens of other Layers, especially those whose Layers are touched by
portals going in and out of theirs. A lot of stuff was probably dumped into
each world that has a portal leading into this world. That can drastically upset
the balance of the worlds beyond the portals, and that makes Wardens
unhappy, having to clean up someone else’s mess and all.”
“So these monkeys gather around like a congress and decide what to do
with all these worlds?”
Barney cleared his throat before launching into an explanation. “They will
elect and remove each other as needed. There are two per Layer, as you
likely know, but these tend to be chosen from among two major clans or their
allies. These families are in power in the prime and outer Layers,
respectively. Each of these two families, factions really, has allies in this
‘congress’ as you called it. They often vie for power, but the changes are
slow and subtle, as they are long-lived and often exhibit great patience.”
“I thought there were no Wardens in the outer Layer.” Trevor remarked.
Barney’s furry head bobbed up and down in a nod. “There aren’t. There’s a
family of beings that runs things there though, and they have powers that are
similar and yet far different from Wardens. The same is true with the Prime
Layer. The Prime Layer and thirteenth Layer are always in contention, like
the two opposing poles of a magnet. Some might even say they represent
Chaos and Order.”
“And all the people stolen from their worlds are crushed in between their
struggle?” I asked in disgust, already thinking I knew the answer.
“Sometimes.” Barney admitted.
We rode in silence then, moving toward the next portal that Barney told us
to go to. It was a boring ride across the desolate, unfinished wasteland of this
world, and it was sobering to see the power of those who might be our
enemies revealed to us in such a blatant display of power.
Because it was so barren, I felt it was my duty to go outside with Barney
when he felt the need to void his system of its various waste byproducts. I
joined him in what seemed to me like a protest against the emptiness. We
left our marks across the landscape every few hours.
I guess I forgot to mention that there were only two portals into this world.
We came in one, so we made a beeline toward the other as we traveled. I
think we traveled some three thousand miles or more, but there was no
terrain to drive around and nothing to stop us from pushing ahead at full
speed. That, with the fact that the ambient light was more than enough to
keep our batteries charged even as we burned great amounts of energy to
push forward with such haste, allowed us to make great time.
Actually, I think everyone wanted out of that world as much, if not more,
than any world we’d previously been in. The spongy grey turf left something
to be desired aesthetically, even for me, and I’m not one to decorate. There
was another fear we all had too, and that was being here when the worlds
started to take shape again. I talked to Barney about it during one of the potty
breaks we made for him. Trevor and Tira refused to leave their excrement
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strewn about the world like us, using the rig’s facilities instead. Because we
went outside, we always had a couple minutes alone during our pit stops, the
dog and I.
“When will they rebuild this world?
“Whenever they want. They don’t always see time like we do. It could be
barren for years, especially in an outer Layer.”
“Why especially?”
“Because there are fifty-nine other worlds on this Layer to worry about.”
Barney answered, lifting his leg to pee on what I figured to be an imagined
fire hydrant.
“Makes sense.” I had more questions though, and an opportunity to ask
them, and I wasn’t going to be shy, even if he was taking a crap. “What
happens if we’re here when it’s being rebuilt? It won’t happen all in an instant
will it?”
“I’ve never been privy to seeing a world-building, despite my years of
experiences. I imagine it all begins to shift at once and slowly morphs into the
desired shape. You’re talking millions of square miles of terrain though, so it
wouldn’t happen instantaneously I wouldn’t think.”
“So we could be standing here one minute, and then a mountain could be
growing under our feet the next?”
Barney’s furry head nodded again, ears flopping in a sound that seemed
like children clapping. “Or a ravine, an ocean, a magma flow… there are any
number of potentially dangerous things about our situation here, and I
believe that the quicker we leave this world, the better off we will be.”
“We’re agreed then.”
“Good. Let’s move on if we’re done then.” He remarked, kicking his feet at
the ground, but there was no grass to toss over his steaming pile.
I followed him back up the hatch and into the rig. Tira shook her head at
me. She found our male bonding over our bodily functions to be a bit much,
especially since one of us was a talking dog. I must say though, his company
might be preferable to Trevor’s, and I didn’t hesitate to share this hunch with
our Latin lover boy. What can I say? I’m not the nicest guy. I find that I tend
to agitate people on long trips anyway, and this one had been going for
months already, and there was no end in sight.
The four of us breathed a collective sigh of relief when the six wheels of our
rig plunked down on the soil of the next world, where the Wardens were
promised to be.
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The next world, whatever it might have been, would have been an
improvement after that emptiness we’d just crossed. And while I liked that no
one could have surprised us in that last world because there was nowhere to
hide, it was too clinical and it felt all wrong. So I wasn’t complaining when
some crystal blue waters sprang into view right away, albeit through a lot of
trees. They didn’t even seem to be filled with dolphins with razors for mouths
or anything funky either, at least not that I could tell.
The first thing we did in that new world was to get out and stretch our legs. I
suppose we all partook in a collective deep breath of fresh air. It was fresh
sea air, and even the tastes of seaweed and salt weren’t unpleasant.
“Where are we, Magdalena?”
My Key Tool answered promptly with its typical emotionless hot chick voice.
“Location oh-three by one-five – designated as Archipelago.”
I looked at the three faces around me – one canine and two human. “Archiwhat?”
“Archipelago.” Magdalena repeated.
“It means a chain of islands. This world is mostly open sea.” Barney offered
informatively, and not with the least bit of condescension for my vocabulary’s
shortcomings. That was an improvement from Trevor at least.
I grunted and resisted the urge to pop a cigarette into my mouth since I was
nearly out of them. “Hope the rig can float, Trevor, or we’re going to be doing
a lot of swimming.” Trevor shook his head, and I groaned. Seemed like this
was going to be fun. “Let’s find a boat then,” I suggested, and turning to
Barney, asked “Can you swim, Fido?”
He didn’t dignify that with a response. I can’t say that I blamed him.
It’d only been five minutes, and already Archipelago was not shaping up to
be one of my favorite worlds, and I know I say that a lot, but water just wasn’t
my thing. Maybe I’m just not fit for every setting. We loaded back up and
traveled down a steep path, winding back and forth toward a small forest of
pines with a small city beyond. I probably could have walked faster, what with
all the switchbacks and roundabouts we had to maneuver through to get
anywhere, but riding was easier. As we rode, sometimes we were afforded a
good view of the water beyond the island. Distantly, we could see small white
squares of canvas out on the water, and I wondered if we’d be able to find a
boat big enough to take the rig with us.
“We may have to leave the rig behind again, temporarily.” I commented.
Trevor grunted. “I don’t think so. Everything we have is in here.”
“Why not? We did before.” His attachment was understandable, if
inconvenient.
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“Do you mean in the Nexus? At that time we had things set up for us so that
we could get by without it. Besides, if we’re going to use a portal to get out of
here, we’re going to need something to travel in anyway.”
I turned to our furry companion. “How far away are these Wardens
anyway?”
“A few days perhaps.”
“How are we to get there? I don’t suppose talking dogs can fly too, can
they? If not, you’ve got to travel with the rest of us mortals.”
“By boat is the best way, unless they’ve built more bridges since I was last
here. They were beginning to connect a number of the main islands with
causeways before, but the network might be incomplete.” Barney replied.
“Then we drive as far as we can.” Trevor commented, continuing to drive.
And that was that. Trevor took us down into the pine forest, where we had
to run over shrubs, a few saplings, and whatever else the unkempt and
narrow, wooded trail threw at us. It wasn’t long after that we emerged and
found ourselves at a settlement. The city, if it could even be called that,
wasn’t much more evolved than Earth in the age of European Imperialism, or
so Trevor told me. History wasn’t my thing.
People began to gather as soon as we rolled out of the woods, though a
number did flee back to their cottages and hovels. The more curious among
the human-looking people fell in behind us as we entered their city.
Somewhat equine beasts were tied up outside a number of the buildings, and
they didn’t seem to like the noises the rig made, even if the people didn’t
mind the noises that much.
Much like the city in the gaslight world, this one had larger buildings toward
the village center after the farm regions fell behind us. This city didn’t have
much in the way of farms though, because there was a lot less arable land.
Most of their food must have come from the fleets of fishing vessels rolling
among the crested waves of the sea that lapped at the nearby shores. The
streets of this city weren’t cobbled like the last one we’d been in either; they
were uneven, graveled pathways between buildings. Wood seemed to be the
main building material of choice, though clay bricks or stone were frequently
used for raised foundations. Perhaps there were frequent floods and storms?
We stopped in the middle of the town square, the largest open area, which
they’d actually bothered to pave crudely with a mosaic of dyed bricks.
Carefully pruned fruit trees with aromatic blossoms lined two sides of the
square. We got out and the four of us stood around, cautiously looking for
someone in charge.
“Are you sure they won’t attack?” I asked Barney as I eyed the locals. It was
his idea to ask about the causeways and transportation.
His head lifted to look at me. “Why? We’ve been peaceful.”
“You have far more trust in your ‘fellow man’ than I do.” I replied, my hand
itching to draw a gun.
Eventually, someone approached us. It was an elderly fellow with a great
white beard that hung nearly to the waist of his decorative robes. Barney sat
obediently at our feet, keeping quiet so as not to scare the locals. That was
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my idea actually, since I didn’t want to have to deal with anyone claiming
man’s best friend was a demon just because it could toss out a couplet or
rhyme at will.
“Strangers, what do you wish of us?” White beard asked ominously.
“We just need information, or possibly travel accommodations.” Trevor said.
“Information is something we will freely give you, but you must promise to
do us no harm with your thunderous vessel and your lightning-casting sticks.”
I sighed, and let the others deal with the negotiations before we ended up
being sent to slay dragons or became these people’s gods. I’d taught my Key
Tool to make beers a few days back, so I had a couple while I waited.
Somehow Trevor and the others convinced the townsfolk to give us a map of
the region, which included all the causeways between islands and major
ports marked on it. We took it in exchange for some tokens that meant little
to us but much to these folks.
We retired to the rig and discussed strategies then. With Barney’s input we
planned a course of action, so within an hour or two, we were on the roll
again, heading to the next island via causeway.
The causeways were impressive, especially with what these people had to
work with. I guess they quarried a lot of the stone from one of the larger
islands. Logs had been sawed into thick planks and secured to the heavy
beams rising out of the stone moorings. Every so often, usually built off of a
sandbar or small islet, there would be places to turn around or rest your
animals, if that’s what you were using to travel or carry your goods. Despite
their usefulness, I wondered why they even bothered with the causeways.
They seemed like too much of an undertaking when they had so many boats
available. Why ride when you can sail? It was probably the idea of the
Wardens or something. They might have reasons to make the world more
accessible.
A couple times I thought the weight of the rig would be too much for the
causeway. We were practically scraping the side railings on both sides of the
rig as we went, too, being that our ride was nearly eight feet wide. Once we
had to backtrack to a turnaround area to let a horse-driven carriage past – it
was easier for us to go in reverse than it was for them, and our vehicle
spooked their horses almost too much for the driver to keep them under
control. It took us two days to finally reach a spot where Barney told us we’d
need to either ditch the rig or find a boat big enough to haul us all to the
Wardens’ island. That spoke volumes about the tenacity and work ethic of
these people if they could accomplish such undertakings.
We had a long argument before we finally decided to ditch the rig for a ‘very
short while’ as Trevor defined it. Tira’s point that we might end up stranding
the rig on that other island was the clincher. At the very worst, we’d swim
back or make a raft to get us to the rig, which could carry us into another
world. If we brought the rig with us, we might have to leave it there because
we couldn’t book passage for it to come back. Trevor wanted to trust that the
Wardens would help us, but I talked him out of that by reminding him of their
obvious compassion in that last world when they obliterated everything.
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So it came to be that we entered yet another town with only the clothes on
our backs and whatever weapons we could carry, and we went looking for a
boat ride. I suppose I could have rode my bike in, but it would only be a
liability, and it wouldn’t get the whole lot of us anywhere faster even if it did
get me somewhere faster.
This time at least we weren’t wearing local costumes. Barney had said they
get outsiders now and then, and he knew that they were generally pretty
accepting of strangers, provided they don’t cause a lot of extra trouble.
We asked directions a few times, and again I let Trevor do the talking. He
was a charmer, and I was more likely to scare folks. Tira wanted to ask, but I
figured she’d get us led down a back alley into the hands of rapists or
thieves, that’s just how people are to women in places like this. This is not to
say that I would object to laying low a few extra bodies, but other things had
priorities. It all boiled down to us asking for a ride in a sailor’s bar. I’d have
rather approached the common sailors, but they had no say in the matter, so
we went to the tavern where all the captains and officers drank during shore
leave. Feeling adventuresome, I decided to do the talking myself.
“Wait here,” I told my companions. “I’ve got this one. I think I’m in my
element.”
Trevor winced and made certain to express his doubts in my people skills. “I
don’t know.”
“I’m a bit worried as well. You’re not exactly tactful, and it’s going to be
rough in there I think.” Tira added.
“Sailors, laborers, they all respect my kind of straight-forwardness and
brash enthusiasm.” I insisted. “It’s nothing I can’t handle.”
“No guns, Stiles.” Trevor warned me. Sometimes I swear they all acted like
my parents.
I shrugged. Knives would work for anything I needed to do, so I and left
them standing on the porch outside the bar while I went in to survey the
crowd. It was tamer than I expected. Dozens of men and a few women
caroused in the stifling heat of the bar. It was a heat that can only be caused
by the drunken revelry of too many bodies packed into too small of a space. I
smelled sweat and beer mostly, though there were a few other odors of
varying degrees of unpleasantness as well.
A number of people turned to look at me as I entered, seeing how out of
place I was with my garb being what it was. I shouldered through to the
counter and ordered a shot of their strongest booze. By the time I was on my
third shot, everyone had forgotten about me because their own
conversations or mugs were more interesting than a stranger sitting around
and working on a buzz. I slugged down a few more, and when I’d earned
enough good will to ask a few questions of the bartender, I didn’t hesitate.
“Where can I get a ride around this place?” I indicated the interior of the bar
with a sweep of my hand as if it were a palatial estate and not a hole in the
wall suds dispensary.
The swarthy, scar-faced bartender smirked. His left eye was milky and
ruined from some sort of wound that had left a trail from his forehead to his
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jaw. He looked to know his way around a brawl. “Depends on where you’re
going.”
“The Wardens’ isle.” I said nonchalantly, like I went there every Tuesday.
He made a face like he didn’t understand, so I produced a map and pointed
out the island. He knew what I meant for certain after the second time I
asked. After a long moment, he pointed out a group at a table at the back of
the tavern. I grinned and paid my tab with some trinkets Tira had given me to
use as currency. I guess it was enough, because I didn’t hear any
complaints, although he was too busy wrapping his remaining teeth around
what I’d offered him to check the gold content. I left him to that and went over
to the table the bartender had indicated.
I stood in front of the slobs at that table and waited for them to take notice of
me. Unfortunately, the five rough-looking fellows – nothing to what I’d seen in
many places – gathered around the table ignored me, preferring to continue
joking amongst each other and fondle the pair of ugly barmaids they passed
back and forth across their laps.
“Hey, assholes. I need a ride to the Wardens’ island.” Sometimes rudeness
is the best attention-getter with lowlifes.
A hush fell around me. The five of them eyed me appraisingly. It was a
typical sizing-up sort of operation. They wanted to see if I was just another
drunk lout they could pound for a few minutes’ amusement, or if I meant
business. Money always comes before pleasure, since it can buy a whole lot
of the latter. One or two of them looked to be spoiling for a fight, but the
eldest of them, probably the smartest of them as well, shook his head.
“No one goes there without their permission, stranger.” The oldest guy said.
He had the longest mustaches I’d ever seen. Each end drooped past his
chin, with small beads tied into it.
I shrugged. “I’ve got their dog. I think they’ll see me.”
The mustached man barked a laugh, and his companions joined in. When
they realized I wasn’t joking, they stopped laughing. “You’re telling the truth?”
The mustached fellow asked, somewhat amazed to be sure.
I nodded. “I just need a ride there and back. What’s it going to cost?”
He was all business after that. “How many passengers?” He asked.
“Three, and a dog.”
“Cargo?”
“Just us.”
“Duration of stay?”
“Hopefully only a couple hours. A day or two at most.”
“What will you pay with?”
“We’ve got medical supplies, currency, or offworld weapons if need be.”
The mustached man leaned forward and grinned slickly. “Looks like you’ve
got yourself a boat, fella.”
His friends laughed and beer was offered to me. I drained it, and then we
went outside to gather my companions and finalize our deal with a bit of last
minute bartering that I left to Trevor to handle.
Who says I can’t be diplomatic?
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Our ride turned out to be a sleek little boat with two masts. It wasn’t exactly
a speedboat or a ferry, but it wasn’t the pile of twigs I half expected. We all
had a looksee at it, and eventually each member of our group pronounced it
as acceptable even if it wasn’t big enough to hold the rig, much to Trevor’s
disappointment.
We boarded a few hours later, which was how long it took for us to ditch the
rig in a safe place and lock it up, not that any of the primitives could likely
crack into it and understand how to use it even if they did. The captain also
had to round up a skeleton crew for a quick jaunt out to the Warden’s island,
which probably consisted of an overly tedious number of bar visits to drag
semi-sober louts down to the docks. Eventually the crew was ready and
present, even if moving a bit slowly and sullenly.
There weren’t any cabins available for us, so we were just told to stand at
the back of the boat near the pilot, who wrestled with the ship’s wheel as we
pulled out of the slip and made for open waters. The captain stood at the bow
of the vessel, talking animatedly to the inanimate figure of a busty woman
carved into the prow of the ship, while his mates walked the length of the
ship barking orders. The orders were usually unnecessary though, because
the crew of the ship worked in an efficient rhythm – a veritable well-oiled
machine, only alcohol was their lubricant instead of oil. Years of practice and
familiarity with each other and their vessel had made them able to respond
as needed without direction. Instead, the barked orders from the mates just
seemed to act as a drumbeat would for oarsmen, setting the pace for their
activities.
Once the canvas was spread, we started making good speed, or at least I
thought we were. I’m no sailor, regardless of what else I am, but the chop of
the waves we cut through seemed to indicate fair speed. The captain came
back to speak to us then, grinning from ear to ear.
“What’s with you?” I asked, noticing Tira’s innate distrust of the man.
“I’m always cheerful at leave-taking. The start of a journey, no matter how
short, is always sweet.”
“I like to sit at home with a bottle of whiskey and clean my guns, personally.”
“Guns, eh?” He pondered the delightful concept of guns, as he looked me
over. “They’re likely better than our long rifles?”
Always one to brag about my guns, I pulled out my remaining Desert Eagle.
I spun it around my forefinger, and brandished it in front of the mustached
captain.
“It’s mighty small.” He pronounced.
“It’d open a hole the size of an apple in your chest, and I can pump out eight
shots as fast as I can pull the trigger.”

 167 

 In Roam 
If this world had light bulbs that went off above people’s heads, our captain
would have had one right then. He eyed my gun almost covetously, so I put it
away. “We’ve not yet finalized the payment for this trip, and I’d be more than
willing to do it for a weapon like yours.”
I glanced at Trevor, who said, “We have a few spare weapons. We can
probably accommodate what you want, but you can’t make simple shot
ammunition. If I give you a gun, it’ll only have a few clips, which means once
you’re out of bullets, that’s it.”
“No lead shots?” He asked, pulling at his mustaches.
“Not unless you want to ruin the weapon. Lead is far too soft. These bullets
are custom ground and fitted to casings filled with powder.”
I popped a bullet out of a spare clip to show him. He took it in his hand and
regarded it with disbelief.
“But this is tiny. It’s nowhere near the size of our lead shot.”
I shrugged. “It’s all about the velocity that little bullet leaves the muzzle of
my gun. I’d give you a demonstration, but you’d likely lose a crewman or the
local wildlife would suffer.”
“No, from your enthusiasm I can see you’re not lying about it. A traveler like
you must need protection of sorts, and I don’t know why anyone would
bother to carry around a useless weapon.”
“It’s certainly not useless. In fact, he uses it way too much.” Tira said.
Our captain flashed his straight white teeth – a rarity in this world. Tira
reflexively clasped my arm, and he took note, grinning even wider. “I’d never
harm a lady.”
Tira remained doubtful, even when the captain went back to ship’s duties.
“He scares me.”
“It’s the mustaches eh?” I thought they made him look like a porn star.
She nodded. “Do you even know his name?”
“No.” I admitted. Names aren’t important so long as everyone ends a
transaction happy.
Trevor just shook his head and sighed. Barney shifted uneasily, and I
wondered if he wanted to speak, or if he had to use the bathroom.
“Sorry boy, I don’t have any milk bones.”
We passed most of the rest of the journey in silence, at least until the
Wardens’ island came into sight. It sparkled like a jewel on the horizon. As
we grew closer, the crew became tense, as if they expected the Wardens to
smite us with a great wave or bolts of lightning for daring to approach their
domain. The expected disaster never came.
As the white beaches of the island grew closer, we all stopped and stared.
While the islands we’d been on so far were all had a sort of tropical beauty,
this one was simply picturesque. Palms and other tropical trees whose
names I’ll never know sprouted up from the isle in a thatch of green. It wasn’t
just any green either, but an emerald, blue-tinted green that felt almost as
inviting as the cerulean waves that gently rinsed the pristine shores. It looked
like a virgin island, except that from deeper on the island we could see what
looked to be a great ziggurat rising above the trees.
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The sails came down and the anchor dropped a quarter mile out. Any closer
and the ocean floor would be too shallow for our ship’s draft. The captain
shouted for a lifeboat to be lowered for us, and a few minutes later we were
climbing down the side of the boat with a rope ladder. I went down first and
then helped Tira down into the rowboat, wishing she were still wearing that
flowing dress from a couple worlds back. Trevor came down next, and then
two of the sailors lowered Barney in a harness that made him whimper at the
undignified nature of his handling.
“What do I do if you don’t come back alive?” The captain called down to us.
I grabbed one of Trevor’s spare handguns from among his belongings, and
tossed it up to the captain. “We’ll give you the bullets when we get back.”
The captain’s broadening smile proved that he was indeed happy with my
answer.
There were two sets of oars, so with Trevor and I each hauling on a pair, we
made good time. It only took a few minutes to reach the shore, where I
jumped out and pulled the front of the boat up onto dry sand. My companions
hopped out beside me then, and we beached the rowboat far enough up that
if there was any sort of tide it wouldn’t be drawn back out into the sea. After
we’d seen to the boat, we gathered our meager possessions and started
inland. Barney didn’t have to tell us that the Wardens would be in the
ziggurat if they were here at all – that much was understood.
You’d have thought they’d leave a nice path or gleaming road to lead us
there, but we had to tromp through the dense foliage instead. I guess it
wasn’t like Oz. I half expected more pygmies with poisoned blow darts or
rabid monkeys to jump out at us, but the worst we were attacked by was
mosquitoes the size of bumble bees. They liked me best of all, and I began
to envy Barney his thick coat of fur, even if he was getting all sorts of
brambles, twigs, and other crap caught in his hair, and he must have been
hot as hell.
It must have taken us six hours or more to cross the couple miles of jungle
between the beach and the ziggurat. Had it simply been pushing through
shrubs and ferns the size of buses, it wouldn’t have been a problem. As it
happened, we had to double back a few times when steep rocks or wide
streams obstructed our pathway. The ziggurat was on a plateau so it could
oversee the entire horseshoe island that surrounded it, you see. That meant
we spent nearly as much time climbing as we did pushing aside thick
undergrowth. This also meant that I was supposed to toss a dog and a
woman across places they couldn’t jump, or lift them up to the next shelf of
rocks when they couldn’t climb themselves. All that really raped my patience.
I remember saying more than a few times, “This had better be worth it.”
The four of us eventually stood panting at the edge of the clearing that the
ziggurat was situated in. A ten-foot wall of green-veined white marble pillars
surrounded the complex. Brass censers hung from the gaps between every
fourth or so pillar, suspended by chains that were bolted into the crosspieces
of the same marble that spanned between the tops of the pillars. It wasn’t a
true wall per se, since it offered no barrier to anyone who wished to
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approach, but it marked a defined line between the jungle and the abode of
the Wardens. As looks can be deceiving, I half expected some sort of
electricity or pressure to fall upon us as we stepped into the courtyard past
the pillared wall, but there was nothing.
Carefully tended gardens within that wall were abuzz with butterflies, bees,
and dragonflies. The gardens were a fifty-yard stripe of color between the
wall and the ziggurat. The actual building must have been two hundred feet
tall. There were thirteen stepped levels, each about fifteen feet tall. The third
level was entirely black, possibly obsidian, while the rest were stark white like
limestone. Where we had entered the clearing, we had only been able to see
one face of the structure, but after we moved in closer, we could see enough
of the sides to see that there were two large approaches on opposite sides of
the four-sided building. Statues and more brass ornamentation lined the
steps and walkways leading up to those entryways.
Barney took off, impatiently padding across the grounds toward the nearest
of the entryways. We followed, looking at the grounds as we went, though I
probably admired the gardens a lot less than my companions. Flowers are
flowers, regardless of what world you’re in. I’m not really into topiary either,
unless it’s shaped like women or motorcycles, and even then it’s still just a
bush, and not of the sort I prefer.
Up the stairs of one of the approaches we went, which terminated at a
landing at the black level of the ziggurat, the third level. Two doors of black
metal some twenty feet wide apiece swung open for us. A crisp breeze of
cool air flowed out to greet us. It was welcome in the sweltering heat of this
tropical island. I stepped in after Barney, who was sniffing the air as if
following a trail. If anyone could lead us through this structure to the
Wardens, it was the dog.
“I could use a beer and a steak.” I commented as my stomach growled. This
earned me a few weird looks from my companions, who apparently thought
our current task was far more important than my stomach’s desires.
My voice echoed around the pristine chamber just inside the doors.
Fluorescent panels of light flicked to life after the doors closed behind us.
Everything was so immaculately clean that I felt out of place.
“Not exactly a warm welcome.” Tira said worriedly.
I shrugged, and ordered myself a sandwich just for something to gnaw on
while we followed Barney. Just past the first arched doorway, there was a
chamber with dozens of colorful hangings, and a number of passageways
that split off from that. If the building seemed big from the outside, it was
twice as big from the inside, with its warren of passages and chambers
extending beyond the space it logically should have taken up.
How long we walked in the eerily silent halls I don’t know. Like I’ve said
before, watches act funny in some places of these worlds, especially in the
barrier zones. All our watches must have stopped when we stepped into this
structure. “Anyone else notice that our watches stopped?” Trevor asked.
I nodded. “Mine did.”
“Maybe that’s how they live so long?” Tira wondered aloud.
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“The Wardens you mean?” I asked.
She nodded, and then pointed at Barney, who was waiting impatiently for us
and tapping his paw on the floor. “Better keep moving.”
We passed through a few more rather plain and large chambers, all of
which seemed a bit unfinished to me, before we reached a stairwell. You’d
think people who lived a long time would find some time to decorate, or at
least install elevators. We climbed a lot of stairs, probably enough to put us in
the peak of the building. Sure, there were other levels and other chambers to
explore, but Barney led us to the very top. That seemed to have been his
goal from moment one, when I thought about it.
Another pair of black metal doors opened for us, and we were bathed in
bluish light from the black-walled room beyond. I followed the dog inside,
covering my eyes despite wearing my shades – it was that bright. A pair of
mated thrones sat on the dais that dominated the room. Dwarf trees carved
into obscure cubist shapes ringed the room, and a great mirror covered the
ceiling.
A pair of beings sat on the thrones. Their skin was so white as to look
translucent, especially when sitting on their obsidian thrones. Circlets of
silver rested on their brows, contrasting strongly with their long red hair. They
each wore silken robes, and while they were both effeminate, one was
definitely female.
“Oh, now that’s a bit much.” I said dryly.
Trevor sighed. “Not now, Stiles. We’re meeting important people, and we
don’t need you ruining it.”
“What have I ever ruined?” I protested.
“What haven’t you?” He returned.
I ignored him, and approached the Wardens. “We come in peace.” I
announced, raising my empty hands.
“Had you not, we wouldn’t have allowed you onto our island.” The male
Warden said, his voice warm and deep.
The woman stood, took a couple fluid steps forward, and knelt beside
Barney. “Of course it helped that you brought an old friend of ours with you.”
Tira cleared her throat. “Does that mean you’ll answer our questions? That
is why we have come.”
The male Warden smiled. “We will if we can and if the knowledge is not
something forbidden.”
“Forbidden by whom?” I asked.
“The Makers.”
“So you know who they are?”
“Assuredly.”
Trevor jumped on that cue. “Who are they?”
“We are of their people, though many generations removed.” The female
replied.
My trigger fingers started itching. I’d finally found some of the people
responsible for all this. How sweet it would be to spill their blood across their
pretty house, but that wouldn’t get me any answers, would it? I’d already said
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we came in peace, too, and I was a bit hesitant to make a mess in another
man’s house after saying I wouldn’t. I do have some honor after all.
The female Warden returned to her seat, and Barney rested on his
haunches between the thrones. He scratched and dug at the burs and junk in
his hair, making a rather fine mess of the otherwise immaculately kept room.
“How do we get home?” I demanded, crossing my arms to still their idle
twitching.
“The same way you came.” The female replied.
“Which is?”
She smiled softly. “You must seek the device which brought you here.”
“And where is that?” I was getting the run-around, and it wasn’t fun. They
were telling me shit I already knew.
“I cannot say.”
“It’s the Prime Layer.” Trevor remarked, tipping his hat down to shield his
eyes from the strong lights above. “It has to be.”
They made no sign whether what he said was true or not, so I moved on to
my next question. “What happened in 10-08? Why is there nothing there?”
“That was retribution for the murder of a Warden of Layer Twelve. We
Wardens had to make an example, or people would try to kill more
Wardens.” The woman answered.
“If he was from Layer Twelve, why was his retribution meted out in Layer
Ten?”
The Wardens whispered amongst each other for a moment. Then they
turned back toward us as one, but it was the male who spoke. “We Wardens
are masters only in our own Layer. We have no need of portals, and we can
jump from world to world within our Layer at will. When we need to travel to
another Layer for any reason, we have to use portals like a normal roamer,
even if we don’t have Key Tools.”
“This particular Warden was ambushed on his way through a world not in
his Layer, and brutally slain. As retribution, the entire world was reset, and
everything living within it was destroyed by that Layer’s Wardens.” He
continued.
“Now Layer Twelve is without a second Warden, and it is falling apart.” The
female added.
“Why not appoint another one then?” Tira asked.
The female pursed her lips and frowned gently. “It takes time for our
councils to decide and elect another. The remaining Warden hasn’t been
happy with our choices yet, overturning each one until we pick one that is
suitable for her new partner, as is her right.”
So at the heart of it, there was a bureaucracy here too, and it wasn’t perfect.
Still, I had other things to learn. “What are the Key Tools?”
The male took the lead again, answering that question. “They are devices
attached to you with trans-dimensional mental fibers to make them specific to
your own person, though that safeguard has been circumvented before. The
Makers designed them, and we continue to produce them for our incoming
citizens – those selected as Roamers instead of citizens anyway.”
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“So some of those poor saps you steal from their home worlds to populate
your worlds never get Key Tools?”
“Correct.”
Tira stole the next question right out of my mouth, asking, “What criteria are
used to choose people for citizens or roamers?”
“I cannot answer that.”
I glanced at Tira, impressed by her question, as it had been next on my list.
“Can’t or won’t?” I pressed.
“Can’t. I don’t know the answer.” The male admitted.
Trevor motioned for me to be quiet. It seems he had a question of his own.
“What’s the shortest route to the Prime Layer?” He asked.
The female Warden took charge again, and her partner settled back into his
chair, almost looking to be asleep, except for that fact that his eyes were still
open. “The shortest route is still a few jumps. Many of the portals in the
Prime Layer are outgoing only. If you truly wish to go the shortest route, you
will need to go through Layer Thirteen. From there you will go to Layer One,
and then the Prime Layer. Though there are a few worlds before you reach
the thirteenth Layer.”
“How many worlds would we have to pass through to avoid the thirteenth
Layer?” Trevor queried.
“Twelve.”
I think the three of us collectively winced as we heard the answer to
Trevor’s follow-up question. That was about how many worlds I’d been
conscious through since arriving, and we had to go through that many more?
That certainly didn’t seem fun, especially at the pace we were going. It might
take us weeks or months to complete such a journey.
I groped my Desert Eagle’s holster through my jacket. Even through my
jacket it was comforting to touch steel. “Are the creators dead?”
The female nodded. “Yes. Only their descendents remain, and we are
among them.”
“I take it all the Wardens are from your race?”
“Yes.”
“How old is this universe?”
The female thought for a moment before answering. “I don’t know how you
measure your time. Our life spans are nearly indefinite compared to your
own, and it has been many of those, many generations.”
I gathered my companions for a huddle then to discuss strategies. “Do you
have any more questions?”
Trevor shook his head. “No, I’d rather just get back on the trail. I’m tired, but
we’ve a long ways to go.”
“I can’t make the trip back yet. I’m too tired. I don’t have any questions
though.” Tira said.
“It’s all downhill on the way back, but maybe they can send us back to the
rig, or to the boat at least.” I replied.
“You’re done with your questions then too?” Trevor asked me.
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I shrugged. “I guess so. I finally know what the Key Tools are, even if the
answer wasn’t that informative. We know what happened in world 10-08, and
we know the shortest way to the Prime Layer, where the rest of our answers
seem to lie”
Trevor glanced at the Wardens. “Then you agree that we should go to the
Prime Layer then?”
I nodded. “Sure. By its name alone it seems to scream ‘Hey, all the trouble
started here.’”
Trevor nodded. “Then we’re agreed.”
I turned back to our hosts. They had waited patiently, saying nothing. I
guess when you live a long time, you learn to bide your time. “Can you send
us to our vehicle? It would save us a lot of time.”
“Since you have returned our friend to us, we will send you if you wish. We’ll
just need to locate it.”
“We need to send the captain of the ship waiting off the island’s shore
payment for our passage too.” Trevor added, holding out two clips for the
pistol I’d given the mustached captain.
“Just the items?” The female asked.
“Yeah, we already gave them the rest before we left.”
The Wardens tilted their heads back, looking up. The giant mirror above us
flicked, and focused in on the ship sitting off the coast. It was like watching a
satellite zoom in on an object. Abruptly, the clips disappeared from Trevor’s
hand. He made a startled noise. I glanced at his empty hand, and then to the
view of the ship above, where the captain stared in amazement at the clips
that appeared in his hands. The captain looked around, and tugged at his
mustaches nervously.
“Can you put their rowboat we used next to their ship too?” Tira asked.
No sooner had she asked than it was done. At this, the captain seemed to
have figured out what was going on, because he threw his arms up and
thanked the Wardens. His men set about recovering the rowboat, pulling it
back up on deck.
After that, we helped them locate our rig on the mirror. They also marked
the portal we needed to go to next on our Key Tools. And then there was little
left to say.
“Looks like we’re parting ways here, Barney.” I said to the dog.
His lips curled into a facsimile of a human smile. “I can’t say your company
was always pleasant, but we made it here.”
“Yeah, sorry about all the teasing.”
“You’re not really sorry though, so I’ll just let it pass.”
I shrugged. “You’re right, I’m not. Be good and don’t mess in their temple.”
Trevor cleared his throat. “We’re ready to go, Wardens.”
The male Warden nodded, and Tira vanished while waving to Barney,
cutting off words of farewell that looked to be forming on her mouth. Trevor
disappeared after her. I could see them on the mirror, standing beside the
rig. I waited for a moment, expecting to appear next to them.
“Why haven’t you sent me too?” I asked after a pregnant silence.
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“Because you have another question.” The female replied.
I grinned mischievously. “Can I see your tits?”
The Wardens looked at each other in confusion, and then shook their heads
‘no’ simultaneously.
“Seriously though, is that barrier beast I fought still following me? I think I’ve
seen glimpses of it a few times.”
The female smiled sadly. “Yes.”
“Thought so.” I frowned. “You never gave us your names.”
“They wouldn’t, either. There is power in a name.” Barney replied.
“Send me to be with my companions now. I’m finished here.”
The female nodded, and I felt the familiar disorientation of a portal jump,
though this time it wasn’t exactly a portal. Trevor and Tira were waiting
worriedly inside the rig.
“Thought you weren’t coming for a minute.” Tira said when I appeared.
I shrugged. “The woman didn’t want to let me go. You know how it is when
you’re this sexy.”
Trevor laughed, probably thinking I was joking, and started the vehicle. Tira
just looked at me in mild disgust.


I didn’t tell the others about my last couple questions for the Wardens or
about our shadow. I couldn’t figure out how the damn thing followed us
across the world that got reset, because we would have been able to see it
for miles had it been behind us. I guess I hadn’t given it enough credit,
because it had managed somehow.
This is what I thought about as we rolled down the causeways between
islands, heading toward the portal the Wardens of this Layer had marked for
us. Being bothered by this, I took my frustrations out on Trevor by being
obnoxious and Tira got an earful too. Honestly speaking, I could have used a
little action to get my mind off the beast, but Tira wasn’t up to it, especially
with no privacy. This is not for lack of me asking though. I think I almost got
slapped when I suggested it a second time.
Let’s just say that Trevor didn’t bear up under my teasing as well as Barney
did. That talking dog really spoiled me with his good nature and ability to
laugh at himself. Trevor just didn’t have his patience or good humor, so we
were arguing back and forth as we traversed the many miles of plank
causeways.
Have I mentioned how boring it was to drive along those primitive
roadways? I was so damn bored just sitting there trading verbal barbs with
Trevor – I’ll remind you that my forte is using my fists and not my mouth –
that I eventually had him stop the vehicle so I could ride behind on my bike.
“Tira?” I called up into the vehicle after pushing my bike down the ramp in
the back.
“Huh?” She said tiredly.
“Ride with me?’
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“Are you going to be an asshole if I go?”
“There’s too much wind to talk, so no.”
“Can I drive?”
I laughed at the hopefulness in her voice. “I’ll reach around you if you want
to sit in front, but you’re not driving my bike, believe me.”
She shrugged. “Fine. Just stop talking already. I think the asshole in you is
starting to make an appearance again.”
I grunted. The girl has a temper.
So we started riding behind the rig, and I think that postponed Trevor and I
coming to blows again. If you’ve never done it, there’s something soothing
about a little wind in your face, with a woman’s arm around your waist. It
helps if you’ve slept with the woman a few times, even if you don’t love her.
You’re probably thinking I’m heartless now, because Tira wasn’t bad looking
by any means, and she really did seem to care for me. But if you think I am
heartless, you don’t understand me at all. To be me is to not get tied down.
Well this mission you’re on ties you down, you say? Well, a man needs a
reason to live, and a goal in life. Right now this was mine, and let’s just say
the anticipation of handing out some hospitalizations was growing daily.
We were only a few portals away from the payoff, and I was practically
sporting wood just thinking about it. Tira didn’t complain.
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 Visitation 

Eventually we reached the portal, and I was dead tired by the time it
happened. I’d been cruising for hours, stopping only when necessary, and
we followed the rig through the portal. This portal was in thin air in the middle
of a stretch of causeway – they’re not always in tunnels or ponds. A common
person could pass by with no problem, but with a key-tool, you’d jump to
whatever world is on the other side of that portal. It was a new world, so we
took a break to confer and gathered outside the rig, next to which I’d parked
my bike.
“Where’re we at, Magdalena?”
“Location oh-seven by two-six – designated as Nightfall.” Magdalena said,
answering my query.
“Aptly named.” Trevor said, looking around outside.
“Yeah, really auspicious.” I commented dryly.
It was pitch black, other than the thin areas illuminated by my bike’s
headlight and the rig’s external lights. There weren’t even stars or anything to
give us a little background light. Ambient light seemed to be about zero, or
maybe less than zero, since the dark seemed to press in more than was
natural on sources of light.
Grey cliffs boxed us in. The three of us stood there, looking around at
mostly nothing, since that’s all we could really see.
“Four more jumps?” I asked.
Tira nodded. “One more, then thirteen, Layer One after that, and finally the
Prime Layer.”
“You’ve got a better memory than me.” I remarked.
Trevor snorted. “Doesn’t take much.” Wrong comment. Wrong time.
“Look, fucker, back off, or you’ll be eating gravel.” I pointed a finger at his
chest, jabbing it toward him with each word.
“What the hell does that mean?”
“It means I’ll be rubbing your face on the ground, you pussy.”
He shook his head in annoyance. “Screw you, Stiles.”
“What are you gonna do? Are you going to go hide behind a rock and snipe
at me? Do you need a few minutes to go play hide and seek or are you going
to fight? I like to go head to head.”
“That explains whey you spend more time laid up with injuries than healthy.
We’re always dragging your ass off the battlefield, and I’m not the god damn
Red Cross.”
That was his second wisecrack, which was two too many. Tira attempted to
get between us then, but this was just something that had built up too long
and needed to be gotten out of our systems. He came at me just as I went
after him, and we knocked Tira aside. We didn’t even realize that we’d just
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put her on her keester, because we were too busy going for each other’s
throats.
Considering that he’s more of a lover than a fighter, he’s not that bad of a
fighter up close. He tried to wrap me up around the waist and take me to the
ground Greco-Roman style, but I tagged him on the temple with an elbow.
After that it just devolved into a brawl. I know we’d fought before in the barrier
zone, but this was just an out and out slugfest. He’d hit me, and I’d pound
him back. Even for a wiry guy, he packed a good wallop. We were still rolling
around on the ground elbowing, head butting, and kicking each other
whenever we could free a limb to do some damage to the other when Tira
screamed.
Truth be told, it was Trevor who, out of concern, stopped fighting first, so he
wasn’t ready when I blasted him one in the jaw with a bunched fist. Never let
your guard down. He was dazed, so I looked over to see what was going on,
while keeping on top of Trevor so I could continue pummeling him at my
leisure.
A white face with a single golden eye stared back at me, illuminated by the
lights of the rig. The scents of dead flowers and rotting meat filled my nostrils.
“Fuck.”
I rolled off Trevor, coming up on one knee. I tried to pull my new handgun
out of my holster, but the beast jumped on me and pinned my arm to the
ground. This bitch was heavy. I could faintly hear Tira yelling at her Key Tool
over the raspy breathing of the creature, which seemed to be enjoying
standing on my chest, and the grunts I made while straining to keep the thing
from taking another of my body parts.
After vying for a better position, I was finally able to draw a breath, and its
stink filled my lungs, making me want to vomit. When I wretched, its teeth
snapped closed just a few inches above my nose. Grimacing, I strained
against the creature. “Get off me, you prick.” I growled at it, trying to push it
away.
As if to spite me, it began to dig the talons on its rear claws into my
abdomen. My arms were locked on its shoulders, but I was barely keeping it
from lunching on my pretty face. Is jaws snapped closed and then opened
again, its round mouth filled with needle-sharp teeth.
A blue beam of light, very visible in such darkness, pierced the shoulder of
the barrier beast, filling the air with the stink of burnt flesh. It turned to hiss at
Tira, but Trevor shot it then with one of his specially modified weapons.
Panic filled the remaining eye of the creature – obviously it hadn’t expected
this unified front against it. It blinked once, almost regretfully as it decided to
abandon the attack for now, and pulled back. As it hopped off my chest and
darted away, I pulled out my gun and took a shot at it from my prone position.
I’d forgotten how much the new handgun kicked, and I think I sprained my
wrist just taking that one shot, but I know I aimed true. A dark spot on its
back leaked otherworldly blood as it fled from the three of us.
If we had better tracking equipment, we’d have probably followed it and
hunted it to its death, but I think we were just happy that all three of us were
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intact. Granted Trevor was pretty banged up from my loving attentions, and I
sported a few cuts to go with my fair number of bruises, but we were alive.
Most importantly, none of us were missing a limb like last time I’d met that
beast.
Trevor and I didn’t exactly shake hands and agree to be best friends in that
forever-dark world, but we at least got moving again. Sometimes it’s better to
just not say a thing and let things drop. I put my bike into the rig and the three
of us continued on. Tira was more shaken than either of us guys, but then,
she’d never seen that critter before.
I just hoped we wouldn’t see it again soon, or at least not until I was in a
more illuminated place where I could see it coming. Truthfully, I kind of
wished I’d seen the creature first and I’d been able to duke it out. I know it
came for me and not the others; we were connected, he carrying the taste of
my arm with him, and I carrying his severed eye. The beast was tenacious,
and I knew it would be back for me. Anything that would follow me across a
few worlds to try to exact revenge wasn’t to be trifled with.
Trevor and I weren’t exactly done with our arguments. We were just too
dissimilar. We’d set aside our troubles to get away from the threats for now
though, but next time we had nothing to worry about, we’d likely go at it
again. Right now there were bigger things at stake than our poor opinions of
each other. So we continued on our trail, with the Prime Layer as our
destination, and the beast strongly in our minds.
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 Captive Audience III 

“It sounds to me like you didn’t deserve your companions. I never realized
how poorly you treated friends. If I had, maybe I’d not have ended up like
this.”
“Trevor?” I scoffed. “Oh please, he deserved everything he got.”
“And me? What did I do to deserve this?” She asked, pleading with her
eyes.
I ignored her pleas. “Keep listening. It’ll become apparent.”
“Apparent to you, or apparent to a sane person?”
“Sure, blame your inability to understand on the possibility of my insanity.” I
hate when people take that route, assuming that just because they don’t
understand, you must be a nutjob.
“You lived in a mental home. You care about no one but yourself. You’re
cruel, crude, and conceited. You don’t love anyone or anything except your
guns and your bike.”
“And?”
She stammered for a few moments and looked at me incredulously.
“The fact that I have character flaws in spades doesn’t change the fact that
you have betrayed me and put me in a situation where I must use you like
this to flush out my enemies.”
“What enemies? What people have I aided to hurt you?”
I crossed my arms and stared at her. “You tell me.”
“Why don’t you finish your story, so you can just get over with the whole
killing me part, because I’m getting a bit sick of this imagined betrayal you
keep talking about, and I want to see where in all your delusions you arrived
at that misconception.”
“I thought you’d never ask. Don’t interrupt if you want to hear it though. I
lose my train of thought and then I have to get back into it.”
“Just talk. You like to hear your own voice,” she accused, “so just get back
to it.”
I grunted. I guess she had her reasons for acting like a bitch. Some of them
were definitely warranted. Would she understand when I’d finished talking
though? That’s part of why I was doing this. Would my efforts be in vain?
“My story, our story actually, was far from over, but we’d sort of reached a
crossroads. We’d reached a point where it seemed that we weren’t going to
learn much more roaming around, and now we had to start working toward
the Prime Layer.
Maybe we’d always known it was where we had to go, but we just wanted
someone to tell it to us in simple words. Even the Wardens wouldn’t do that
though. Still, they left it in such a way that we had no other trails to follow.
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Trevor was especially adamant that the Prime Layer would hold the answers
to our remaining questions, and I didn’t have a better plan.
You don’t make a universe just to let it fall apart. This universe was a
machine at heart, no matter how big it was. And the goal of any machine is to
run in an orderly fashion. You don’t want your car malfunctioning and
stopping along the road do you? So why would these Makers let a universe
fall apart? This meant that there had to be a control center somewhere and
some way to upkeep and maintain it. To me, if I were to set up a universe like
this, I would make my home or seat of control at the center of it all. When you
considered that Layer Thirteen, the furthest place from what I imagined to be
the center of it all, was a hellhole from all accounts, it only made sense that
the outer Layer was the furthest place from the control center of this
universe. If it were closer, wouldn’t it be more orderly?
A couple things still bothered me though.
I didn’t know what Trevor was getting out of this. That bothered me a lot,
and not just because we’d have words and trade lumps now and then. I just
don’t trust anyone who plays it slick all the time. If he had all these contacts
and the contacts of contacts before, why didn’t he do exactly what we were
doing now? He could have hired a couple guns at a dozen different worlds if
that’s all I was for him. I had a sinking feeling that our whole journey was
planned too, or that someone was clearing the way for us. Despite a few
near-death situations, and having to cross the barrier, everything was just
going too easy. I mean, after we got past the barrier, what troubles had we
really had?
Maybe you think I just can’t relax and accept good fortune when it comes
my way, but my gut instinct told me that some bad shit was coming up. I
know we’d just had a visit from the barrier beast again, but even it couldn’t
stand against the three of us. Perhaps this all boils down to me being a
pessimist or something. I’ve seen enough crap in my lifetime to know that
there’s always something that could happen to screw up your fun and good
times.”
“Maybe you’re a pessimist?”
“Yeah, maybe.”
“Believe what you want. It’s clear that your mind is unchanging. I just wish
you’d own up to a few things and admit some truths.”
Here we go. I felt like putting on a hat to avoid the shit storm, cause I had a
feeling it was going to get deep. “Like what?”
She put on her best serious face and tried to look like she wasn’t scared
shitless that I’d just do away with her right then. “Why not admit that you’ve
betrayed me and not the other way around? It’s obvious you’re scared that
you might be able to trust me, and you’re hiding behind that façade of being
a total asshole to avoid admitting you have feelings for me, feelings that
scare you.”
“Scared? Me?” I laughed. “Sister, where are you pulling this stuff out of?
Because it smells really damn foul.”
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“Is it so hard to believe? You’ve twisted that little dirty knot you call a heart
up so tight that you can’t even admit that you might care for me. There’s
something inside you that craves normalcy and affection. You want intimacy
but shun it in case someone stabs you in the back or someone leaves you
again, like your brother left you.”
My brother. That was really the last straw. I listened to her Freudian
crappery for a while, but she had to bring him into this. I stood slowly and
walked over to her and calmly pressed the barrel of my last Desert Eagle to
her forehead. She stopped in mid-thought, and her mouth snapped shut.
“Had enough, or do you need some ventilation for that obviously rotten brain
of yours? Clearly it’s the place where all your lies start.”
She said nothing. That was a wise choice, since any answer probably would
have resulted in her death.
I knelt down to look her straight in the eye. “How about you shut your yap
and let me finish my story? Blink twice if you understand and don’t want to try
to pretend to be my psychiatrist?”
She blinked twice rapidly.
“Was that three times?” I tightened my hand on the trigger.
Her eyes went wild and her mouth came open to say something, but the
grin that spread onto my face informed her that she should keep her mouth
shut and just listen.
I started whispering to her, slowly raising the volume of my voice as I
backed away to regain my chair. “We had too many worlds left for me to start
relaxing yet. I was going to have to be extra cautious for the next few days,
or weeks if that’s what it took to get Tira home, and to get the rest of the
answers I needed.
I needed to kill some people too, or at least I had a strong suspicion that I
had to…”
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 Role-Reversal 

So what else happened in Nightfall? Well, other than our run-in with the
barrier beast shortly after we entered that world, we didn’t see much. There
were a lot of ruins and overgrown vegetation, but not much in the way of
people. Maybe they were scared of our light, because in the four days it took
us to cross that world to the portal, we never once saw anything but a pitch
black sky.
There were a lot of bioluminescent creatures though. I guess that’s what it’s
like in the depths of Earth’s oceans, with fish using self-generated light to
communicate and lure in prey. I saw something like that on TV once. Any
random creatures we ran across had huge eyes, and were photophobic or
blind. I ran a couple critters over during my shifts at the wheel, but it’s no big
deal I guess – just that world’s answer to deer in headlights syndrome. A
person can spook easily when in perpetual darkness. Your eyes strain to see
what isn’t there, and you hear things which might not be. It’s just human
nature to expect certain things to be there.
None of us were sorry to leave that world behind.


Call it karma, mojo, or fate, things have a way of catching up to you. This is
especially so with someone like me who rarely holds back from saying what
he’s thinking. I get into trouble or open my big mouth, and I end up paying for
it later. That’s just what happened when we entered our next world.
“Where are we, Magdalena?”
“Location oh-nine by five-one – designated as Matriarchy.”
“Matriarchy?” Tira laughed. “You’re kidding.”
I frowned at her. “Why is that funny?”
“Remember that desert world where I had to play along like I was your
subordinate?” She asked.
“Sure. How can I forget a place where I sweated torrents of moisture off my
balls off for a week straight?”
She shrugged. “I would have thought you’d remember the women more, but
that’s just me. All I remember was sitting in the damn tent while you two had
fun, and now it’s going to be my turn.”
Pure and utter nonsense, that’s what this was. “How is that? We have no
reason to stop in this world, so we won’t be exposed to whatever lame crap
this world wants to throw at us.”
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“Actually, we could use a recharge. Our batteries are starting to get low,
and I want a full set of batteries before we hit Layer Thirteen.” Trevor
commented.
It sounded like he was trying to give me a hard time. “We’ve got enough.
Just keep going.”
“I’ve only been in Layer Thirteen once and it wasn’t pleasant. We could end
up being there for weeks, and it’s a mad hatter’s dream in there. It’s very
large, too, so we may have to travel for a long damn time with no chance to
recharge.”
“So we plow through the wacky-ass funland and get into Layer One. How
bad can it be?”
“Bad.” Trevor answered.
“Fine. Stop here then. I’ll rouse the local women into a frenzy.” I commented
cheerfully, perhaps almost hopefully.
“No, you and Trevor are going to obey me like I had to in the other world.”
Tira insisted, wanting her revenge.
I snorted. “Not likely, sister.”
Actually, I was half wanting to see what this world was like, where women
ruled and men were submissive. Now I’m all for a strong woman, but they’re
still women, and that means they just want to be treated like a whore when
they’re alone with their man and like a lady in public. Well, I guess there are
always those women who push around some spineless twit, but those aren’t
real men anyway. They’re like kids who never grew up. Besides, I’d never
met a woman that could push me around. I may not be the biggest guy ever,
in fact I know I’m not, but at six foot four and two-hundred sixty pounds of
lean, ass-kicking, military-trained masculinity, you just don’t get shoved
around by anything with or without tits. Granted, a shotgun and a couple
handguns make a good equalizer if you’re ever around something that tough,
like my pale, scaly stalker.
Despite the backwards society this place supposedly had, the scenery was
pretty normal. The world itself was mostly rolling hills and hardwood forests.
White-tipped peaks stabbed at the sky here and there, and cool winds rolled
down from them to punish the tenacious shrubs and grasses that grew on
any exposed ground. We drove up and over hills, passing herds of great
beasts that resembled buffalo, if buffalo had bony plates armoring their
shoulders, and great racks like moose. Those creatures were fearless,
standing dumbly in the way of our vehicle chewing their cud, even after I fired
my shotgun a few times in the air to spook them off. In the end, we’d just
nudge them with the front of the rig, and they’d grunt in irritation and move
out of the way.
We were doing just that, chugging our way through a herd of the big dumb
critters when a local hunting party came upon us. They rode great hoofed
beasts that were not horses by any stretch, but also not camels. Maybe they
were mutant llamas or something. I don’t know what they were, but there
were around twenty-five women in the party, and they were each riding one
of the beasts.
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From the cameras, I could tell that these women were either average
specimens of a world filled with superwomen, or an incredible sampling of
the cream of the crop this place had to offer. Two or three of the twenty-some
might have been larger than me, and I don’t mean fat. Men and women put
on muscle differently, and it’s often hard for women to get the mass a man
can. These had managed it. Even the smallest was probably larger than
Trevor, who isn’t exactly a shrimp.
A dozen lithe men ran on foot behind the women, carrying baggage. How
they kept up with the mounts the women rode on I didn’t know, but they did it,
even with sizeable burdens. Maybe it was their life if they fell behind.
The hunting party surrounded our vehicle in a loose circle, and the damn
herd of animals gave them plenty of space, even if they didn’t for our rig. I
guess they’d learned to give in to these women, but not a several ton
armored vehicle. Animals are stupid. What can I say? Not wanting to run
over the women and then have to fight our way to the next portal, we decided
to talk – or Tira and Trevor did at least. We popped the hatch and I took
particular delight in seeing this startle their faces. The ignorant savages must
have thought our rig was a big beetle or something.
Shotgun in hand, I stepped down off the ramp into the knee-high grass that
covered this and all the surrounding hills. Tira had somehow walked out first,
leading the way. Trevor and I stood a step behind her.
“You’re trespassing on the land of the Sevanni Tribe.” One of the mounted
women said.
She must have been the leader; she was certainly more decorated than the
other women, with red and grey clay slicked through her hair to make it stand
up like a peacock’s fanned tail. Copper ornaments hung from her ears and
neck, and a heavy sword rested on each of her hips, while a trio of javelins
was strapped across her back.
“We’re passing through. Forgive our intrusion.” Tira responded, taking the
lead.
“Your conveyance is strange. From whence does it come?”
“Another land, far beyond this one.” Trevor replied.
“You let your male speak for you?” Another of the women asked Tira, and a
chorus of laughs erupted.
Tira shot Trevor a look, and spoke again. “They’re willful. I allow them too
many freedoms.”
I crossed my arms and sighed.
“Perhaps the ugly woman,” the leader pointed at me, “should speak for you
then, since you are too weak to control your male.”
I’ve been called a lot of things, but never a woman. Just because I’ve got
long hair doesn’t mean I’ve got a vagina. “Woman? I’m a fucking man, you
blind cunt. I’ve got half a damn beard right now.” I spat back at her.
I guess the voracious reply took them aback. They murmured among
themselves and studied me. I looked to their own men, huddling warily
behind the ring of their masters. None of them had any facial hair, and they
were all about Tira’s size actually, being smaller than even Trevor. Don’t get
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me wrong, Trevor’s not that small. He’s probably five foot nine and a hundred
and seventy pounds, while Tira is a couple inches shorter than that and forty
or fifty pounds lighter than him.
“Where did you find such a large male?” The leader demanded of Tira. “I’ve
never seen one that size. He’s as big as most of us, bigger than some.”
“I travel a lot. I found him and the other in different lands far from here. As I
said, we’re just passing by and want no trouble.” She answered.
The leader eyed me again, appraisingly this time. “What do you want for
this male?”
“You mean to buy him?” Tira asked incredulously.
The leader nodded. “Yes. He tickles my fancy, and I have a desire to
break his will and train him properly.”
I’d had just about enough by now, so I piped up and said, “Listen, you
meaty whore, if you think you can break me in, I beg you to try. I don’t usually
pound on women, but I’d make an exception for you, since you’re such a big
bitch.”
The leader laughed, and turned to her companions saying, “He thinks to
challenge me.”
“Yes, he does.” I raised my voice over their laughter.
“If your male can defeat me in unarmed combat, you may pass unhindered
through our lands, and our lands are vast. If he cannot, I will take ownership
of him, and the rest of you may pass through as you wish.” Clearly she
underestimated me.
Tira winced and turned to me, a questioning look on her face. I just nodded
to her. Trevor made as if to object, but I silenced him with a look he later
described as ‘hungry to inflict some hurt.’
“I agree to your terms.” Tira announced, anything but calmly.
“Excellent.” The leader said, dismounting and flexing anxious muscles.
Challenges must be a common thing for these people, because they all
knew what to do. They shooed the herd of beasts back a distance and
dismounted, making their men hold the reins of their mounts. Then they
formed a broad circle, standing a pace or two apart. Tira was made to step
up and take place in the circle that formed our fighting area.
Then the lead female stepped past her comrades, entering the circle. I did
likewise, though one of the locals shoved me from behind. I almost shot her
in the face for that, and I did reach for my guns out of reflex, but I’d handed
them off to Tira just a minute before. I guess that saved a little bloodshed, but
I memorized her face for later.
I turned and deposited my shades and my jacket on the ground by Tira’s
feet. “Keep that shit safe. No one touches it but me, got it?”
She nodded. I turned back to see the leader shrugging out of her vest. I
blinked.
My opponent stood there, bared to the waist, with her subordinates holding
her blades and her javelins. Thick-corded muscle wrapped around the
woman’s shoulders, arms, chest, and I assumed her back too. She had a
‘double cleavage’ effect going on, where her large pectoral muscles and
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breasts met. She was massively built, perhaps bigger than any woman I’d
ever seen.
“That’s going to be distracting.” I muttered, admiring the way her areolas
stood out in the crisp air.
I thought about fighting in the nude. I figured that might prove a similar
distraction for her, but thought better of it. It’s poor sportsmanship anyway.
Still, I tossed my shirt onto the pile of stuff Tira was keeping for me, and did a
few stretches to let the woman see what she’d be fighting.
A number of shocked faces around the circle regarded my half-naked form.
I’m sizeable, have I impressed that idea into your heads yet? Now imagine if
every man around you that you’d ever seen was nearly a foot shorter and a
hundred or more pounds lighter than a man who just showed up in front of
you and wants to throw down. I was having less trouble adjusting to the idea
of really ripped women than they were having in adjusting to the idea of a
man like me. I think the tattoo of a demon’s face on my back, light body hair,
and numerous scars helped create impact too. Not to mention the cuts
across my chest and abdomen from where the barrier beast had pounced on
me like a trampoline just a couple days back.
“Take off your glove too. I figure you might have something tricky in there,
and I won’t give you that advantage.” The leader said impatiently, as if I
should have known that already and I was trying to get away with something.
I shrugged and tossed the leather glove I’d been wearing over my rebuilt
arm onto my growing pile of clothing. I should have thought of doing that
myself, because they all gasped collectively at my arm, which was
discolored. Hell, most of my hand was still somewhat translucent.
“What devilry is this?” One of the women in the circle asked, pointing at my
arm.
“A horned devil bit my arm off, so I took his eye. Then a magician gave me
a new arm.” I replied, taking a little poetic license with my misfortunes.
“He speaks the truth.” Tira called out, and the mutterings among the natives
hushed.
“It’s of no matter. I’ll still beat you into submission, male.” She nearly spit
that last word at me.
“What’s your name, darlin’? I like to know who I’m putting in a coma.”
“Ryella.” She grinned. “And don’t forget it. You’ll hear it every day for the
rest of your life when you’re carrying my baggage and serving me.”
I grinned back and took a couple steps toward her, giving myself some
room to backpedal if needed. She did likewise, until we stood five paces
apart. My limbs trembled with anticipation of a good fight, and I saw hers
were doing likewise. That seemed to say she expected quite a lot. She
continually sized me up as she worked her way around the circle of our
arena, which was only fifty feet across and not quite as wide – more of an
ellipse than a circle.
Her muscles tensed as if to attack, so I went after her, springing forward
without totally dedicating myself to the offensive. I was immediately glad I
hadn’t dedicated completely, because her fists came at me really quickly. I
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slid past her strong right and tagged her on the chin with a right of my own. I
split her lip with that punch. She snapped a kick up that caught my side, and I
felt ribs bend almost to the point of breaking beneath her blow. I danced
aside and we faced each other again, both grinning, though her lip was
dribbling richly oxygenated blood down her chin.
If I don’t say much about what the crowd was doing or thinking during this
fight, it’s a testament to my opponent, Ryella. Our fighting styles were similar,
and that means we like to pound the shit out of the other person, avoiding
what blows you can, or at least the ones that are easy to slip without trying
overly hard to avoid taking some hurt. We traded a dozen or so powerful
blows each and then took a step back to survey the damage to the other
person. With each thunderous blow either of us landed, the crowd took in a
breath and exhaled in awe that we were both still standing.
I was using my A material, but she was still standing, which was more than
almost anyone else has been able to say. Her left eye was swelling already,
she favored her right leg, and I’d opened that split lip into a nice gash that
had stained her entire mouth and chin red. It gave her a savage smile. As for
me, I had a nice shiner going, a side that ached like a bitch, and a half dozen
other bruises. She was really pounding my thighs when she attacked, mostly
because I turned to protect my genitals from her fierce onslaught.
“Are all males like you where you come from?” She asked, spitting out
blood and maybe a tooth.
I shook my head. “I’m prettier than most. The rest look like Trevor.”
I think I heard Trevor’s indignant attempt at a reply, but I was swinging my
fists again already. I clocked her in the tit and heard her cry out. Muscled or
not, there are a lot of nerves in there. I clobbered her on the back of the head
then, one blow rapidly following the other. She staggered away and dropped
to one knee.
When I went in for the win, she lashed out with her foot, catching me in the
midsection. I doubled over in surprise, the wind knocked out of me by the
strength of her kick. Gasping once or twice, I stepped back and collected
myself for another round of attacks. She wasn’t that eager to pursue her
temporary advantage either. I think she was seeing stars from that love tap
on the noggin.
Once more we came at each other. She feinted to the left and hit with the
right. My nose popped, dislocated by that blow. Tears and blood started
flowing freely as I blinked away the pain. I swung wildly a few times to give
me some room to work with, and I think I connected once or twice, but I really
don’t know. When I could see again, it was just in time to take a solid blast in
the shoulder, though she was aimed for my throat. She was up close, so I
grabbed at her and drove my knee into her abdomen, pulling her down onto
my knee. A quick shove unbalanced her, and she stumbled backward three
or four paces before falling on her ass.
When she came up on wobbly feet, I shoulder tackled her, driving into the
same place I’d just kneed her. She went down – hard – with me on top of
her. She fought on, elbowing me in the face and catching my nose once
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more, but I was enraged like a bull and hardly felt it. Teeth bit into my arm
and fingernails dug at my face. My hands found their way to her neck, and I
squeezed, banging her head into the ground as I crushed her windpipe.
I let go when her limbs stopped flailing about to get me off of her. From the
rising and falling of her chest I could tell that she was still alive. How I don’t
know. Three of her comrades pulled me off her before I could kill her, and
they threw me to the ground a few feet away. I could hear that Tira was
kneeling beside me and asking something, but I couldn’t hear what. My ears
were ringing like a bell and my eyes could barely see past my swollen knob
of a nose.
“Warning: multiple contusions detected. Injecting reparative tissue
compounds.” Magdalena announced, barely audible over the ringing in my
ears.
I got to my feet somehow and started picking my things up off the ground. I
was doing that when a few of the women, unhappy with the results of our
bout, decided to punish me for winning. A gun found itself into my hands and
I shot one of them. The gun practically flew out of my hand from the recoil,
but I took great comfort in knowing that it was the woman who had shoved
me before the match that I’d just shot. Everyone stopped, and looked in
horror at the orange-sized hole in the woman’s chest. She fell over dead and
everyone started shouting.
There were a couple dozen javelins waiting to pincushion me, but a ragged
voice rose above the clamor. “No.”
Everyone turned to look at the source of the voice. Ryella stood shakily,
blood and bruises obscuring half of her face, and one arm clinging to her
abused chest. I don’t hold any illusions that I was much prettier at the
moment, but she was looking rough.
“He won. Let them go. It is a matter of our honor.”
“He killed Gisele!” One of her soldiers protested.
“She was always too quick to temper. She got what she deserved.”
I nodded to Ryella and walked as proudly as I could back to the rig. I don’t
think I needed it, but Tira helped me walk. Trevor covered our retreat and
hurriedly shut the hatch behind us.
“That was amazing. I’ve never seen anyone take so much physical
punishment.” Tira said, doctoring my wounds.
“I’ve had worse.” I bragged, but I don’t know if anyone else had gone handto-hand with me like that before.
As we drove off, Trevor called my attention to one of the monitors. Ryella
held up a javelin in a sort of salute, as our rig grew more distant. “I think you
made a friend, Stiles. Although, I think only you would do it with your fists.” I
couldn’t tell if he spoke with more admiration or surprise.
“It’s either that or my wang, Trevor, cause I’m not all suave like you.”
Tira laughed, and continued to swab my wounds. I took a damn nap. I
deserved it after earning our passage across this world.
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 Gateway 

Pain and I have had a long working relationship. It doesn’t like me, and I
don’t like it, yet we spend a lot of quality time together. After the beating I
took winning that last bout, I figured I’d lie around until someone else needed
a pounding, but that’s rarely an opportunity I get. In fact, the time when I was
healing and growing a new arm was probably the only time that I can
remember where I could just lie around and heal and do what I wanted for an
extended period of time. And, being who I am, I ran away from that pleasant
situation into more trouble as fast as possible. Just like then, we were
running toward trouble again, though this time it would be the thirteenth
Layer I’d heard so much crap about.
We were near the portal now, following the trail the Wardens had made for
us on our Key Tools. That really cut down on time, not having to go from one
to the next in hopes of guessing correctly which portal we needed. For that I
was grateful, though their motives were definitely suspect. A large part of me
expected to be sent to my death, so I kept my guns close at hand. Truth be
told, I wasn’t really that worried, considerably less so after learning that even
Wardens could and did die. Wardens were the most powerful things that we
knew for sure existed in these worlds and they could die. What really was
there to fear then if masters of worlds could fall? That is, unless there were
some more powerful creators running the show at either end of this crazy
universe, but that was still conjecture.
Things were starting to bother me though, and they were things that needed
to be settled before we moved on. I needed to know that my companions
were all in this until the end, and that they were here for the right reasons. So
I cornered Trevor outside while we were waiting for the batteries to fully
recharge. “Trevor.”
He glanced over and lifted his head so I could see his eyes from under his
hat. “What?”
“Why the hell are you with us?” I asked. “You’ve never adequately
explained your reasons for trekking across these worlds like this. You had a
nice thing going before.”
“You’re doubting me now, after I’ve saved your life a couple times?” He
demanded in irritation. “Besides, what is this ‘us’ you’re speaking of? It
seems clear that you’re in this for yourself, and will do what you want,
regardless of how it affects us.”
“Granted I do nothing if it’s not in line with my own interests, but if we’re
going into hell, which you and everyone else keeps forcing into my head that
Layer Thirteen is, I don’t want any misconceptions about your motives.”
“What? I don’t believe this. You’re such a prick.” He chose this moment to
get his panties twisted in a knot again. “We’ve been traveling together for
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months now, and you’re asking me now to tell you why I’m here? I think it’s
pretty obvious that I’m in this for the long haul.”
“But why? What do you possibly gain from all of this? I can’t imagine that
you’re the type of guy that derives enjoyment from being shot at and having
to patch me up. Why not settle down? Why are you willing to go through all
this for a payoff that even I can’t predict?”
“Are you going to question Tira too? She seems to make good money
shaking her ass on any number of worlds, so why exactly would she want to
go home? She could just dance and party and piss away her life in any
number of worlds…”
“She has her reasons.”
“Why shouldn’t I be the one to question your desire to get stabbed, shot,
and dismembered at every turn just for her?” Trevor asked. “She’s just a
piece of ass.”
“She’s the one who asked me to get her home. I just want answers.
Someone needs to explain to me why he or she went and fucked with my life.
So long as both of those things go hand in hand, I’ll be here. As soon as you
guys deviate too far from what I need, I hit the road.”
“You being here is just random chance.” Trevor said impatiently. “Get it
through your thick skull. This self-importance of yours is tiresome.”
So he was annoyed at my needing answers. Well that’s tough shit. “Bullshit.
Random chance would have been being placed in one of these worlds as a
citizen. It can’t be a random chance that not only was I chosen to come here,
but I was made a roamer, and put on a world that would eventually lead me
to you and Tira.”
“So now you’re predestined as the chosen one or something?”
“No, damn you. I’m just saying that we got all our answers and got
everything we wanted to happen too easily.”
“You’re the only one that thinks so then. I don’t know about what happened
before you got to me, but since I met you, you’ve nearly died a half-dozen
times already. What part of that is easy?”
I shrugged. What he was saying was making sense, but something still felt
wrong. We weren’t seeing the whole picture or something, or if we were it
was with colored lenses. We couldn’t understand the context behind all of
what was happening. It was just a gut feeling, and my gut feelings had gotten
me through everything else. When the mind can’t figure stuff out, instincts
take over. “Just tell me why you’re with us.”
Trevor threw up his arms and gave me a haunted look. “What do you want
to hear? Do you want to hear that I have a wife and children back on Earth? I
do. Do you want to know that I’ve spent years away from them, and she’s
probably remarried, but I still need to know how they’re doing? Even if I’ve
built a life here and I have to forfeit that by going back, I need to know.”
“There might not be anything for you to go back to.” I replied.
“Life is what you make of it Stiles, not what it gives you.”
“You think I don’t know that? My whole life has been death, violence, and
survival. I’m the fucking king of getting out of life what wasn’t given to me.”
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“If you say so.”
“I do.”
He sighed and looked away.
“So was that line about a family back home true?” I asked after a long
pause.
“Fuck off. I’ve said all I mean to. You’ll get no further justifications from me.”
Trevor growled at me, stalking off to do whatever it was he did to while away
the hours.
I guess I handled that with my usual panache.
Fuck em. I needed to be sure. He was either telling the truth, or he was a
good enough actor to pass for an ally for months. I’m not the most trusting,
but I knew that we needed his vehicle at least. Don’t think it didn’t cross my
mind to leave him here without his vehicle, or to kill him and drive off. It did,
believe me it did. When my suspicions were at their worst, I even suspected
Tira. She wanted to go back to a boyfriend, but she kept making as if she
wanted me. A girl like her probably had a rich guy back home to go to, so she
was probably just sleeping with me to get her way. I needed to clear that up,
and that had a potential for more trouble than my discussion with Trevor. I
really didn’t care though, because I didn’t love her no matter what she felt for
me, and I didn’t need her for anything either. She was luggage and a body to
sleep next to.
I cooled down before searching for Tira. It wouldn’t do me any good to go
there freshly angry from my conversation with Trevor. I found her doing her
nails, sitting on a rock a little distance away from the rig. Leave it to a woman
to worry about her appearance in the middle of nowhere, right before we
enter the worst piece of hell this universe had to offer.
“Hey.” She said, noticing me over the top of nicely shaped nails.
I grunted.
“You’ve got that intense look like you’ve got something on your mind. I don’t
see it often, so it must be serious.”
“Talked to Trevor lately?” I asked.
She shook her head. “No, but I heard some of it. You two aren’t exactly
quiet. I assume you’re here to question my loyalty?”
“Yup.”
“Right to the point.” She said with a frown.
I shrugged. “That’s me.”
“And it’s only nice when you want a piece of ass. The rest of the time it
makes you the ass.”
“Yeah, so? I’m not schooled in etiquette.” I replied, shrugging.
She laughed. “Really though, just ask your questions. Hopefully I won’t hate
you afterward.”
“What happens, happens, babe. Hate is just another one of those
happenings.”
“So ask already.” She ordered, blowing on her fingernails to dry the polish.
“Why are you really doing this? If you had a man back home you really
loved, you wouldn’t sleep with me would you?”
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“Women do what they must to get their way. If you must know, there is no
man back home. I made that up because men find the idea of sleeping with a
woman who is someone else’s appealing. I waved my business in front of
you like a carrot for a rabbit, and you followed.”
“Nice.” What a slut. “So none of it was true?”
“No, I do want to get back home. Do I seem cut out for this?” She chuckled
bitterly. “I’ll give you as much sex as you want until I’m home, and I’ll even
give you my Key Tool upgrades before I leave if you want. I just don’t want to
live like this anymore.”
“You need a special tool to take off your upgrades don’t you?”
She pulled a little doohickey out of her pocket that seemed to be identical
to the one the guy back in the Nexus had used to put our upgrades on. “I
stole it.”
I laughed. “Truly?”
“Yeah. So, I’m not a great person. I use my body to get what I want, and I
lie, cheat, and steal. I’m not ashamed to admit it. I just don’t want to live here,
and I’m willing to do anything to get out of here.”
“What’s so great about back home really? Why not just settle down on a
nice world and make money or con another guy?”
“And wait for a random roamer or Warden to screw up my life when they
come strolling by? Earth may not be as exciting as this, but it’s predictable
and safe.”
Was I the random kind of roamer she spoke of? “I don’t really think it’s that
safe or predictable.”
“It is compared to this.” She replied.
“I never would have thought that you were the dishonest one here. I always
thought it was Trevor who spoke one thing but meant another.”
“You’re one to talk about honesty? You’ve more secrets than anyone I’ve
ever met. Besides, men don’t like to suspect who they’re sleeping with,
unless they’re one of the neurotic sorts of guys. I didn’t give you much
reason to suspect me either, or at least I don’t think so. I could have kept up
the lie, but it’s a bit hard sometimes. Maybe it’s easier to just let you see who
I am. You’re not exactly a saint either, so I figure we have a bit in common.”
“Why tell me this now?”
“Just because you’ve gotten me up to this point on a thin pretense, and I
thought you deserved the truth, even if it’s not as nice a story.”
“Darn right. You could have told me all this from the start. I figured there
was something wrong with your story anyway.”
“Thanks. It speaks highly of me.” She said dryly.
“And the sex? What was all that about?” I had to ask.
She licked her lips and winked. “You’re not pretty, Stiles, but you know what
you’re doing. It’s fun.”
“Thought so.” I said smugly. All in all, what she said made a whole lot more
sense than the crap about having a wonderful life back home and a man
waiting for her. She wasn’t a nice girl, and I wasn’t a nice guy. It was only
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fitting that we’d fallen in together. We were using each other to our own ends.
I could understand that, and in a way I respected it.
“Got a smoke?” She asked hopefully, interrupting my thoughts. “I’m all out,
and it’s driving me nuts.”
I gave her my last one, and lit it for her.
“Oh thank god.” She rolled her eyes back after that first deep drag and
exhaled slowly.
“If I’d known you were that hard up, I’d have gotten something out of the
deal.” I said with mild disappointment.
She grinned. “You will, just let me finish up here. It’s going to be a few hours
for the recharge anyway, right?”
“Three or four more hours, if Trevor was telling the truth.”
“He’s a boy scout, even if he’s a womanizer. I trust him.”
“Jealous of Kameko, eh?
Tira looked at me for a moment before nodding. “Maybe a little. I wonder
how they know each other.”
“They’re probably just roaming buddies, so they just sleep with each other
after awhile. Kind of like us.”
She thought for a moment, and nodded. “Maybe you’re right.”
“So, ah… ever do a threesome?” I just wanted to know how much of a slut
she was. I’d already decided that she was trustworthy, at least as long as I
kept a close eye on her.
Tira lofted an eyebrow. “Two guys you mean, like you and Trevor?”
“I was thinking more like you, me, and Kameko, but the chance never
presented itself.”
“She didn’t like you anyway. You’re too brutish and brusque.”
I frowned. I didn’t know what brusque meant, but it was probably fitting. “Did
she tell you that during the two worlds I slept through after the barrier, or are
you just guessing?”
“She told me.”
“Maybe next time I see her I’ll have to turn on my charm…”
“What charm?”
I shrugged. I had my own kind of charm. It’s just hard to see.
She put out the cigarette then, seeing how it’d burned down to the filter.
Then she stood, took my hand, and led me off to a quiet place where we
could be alone for a while.
That was the most I ever got out of a single cigarette.
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 Layer Thirteen 

I’ve never lacked for confidence. Let’s get that little tidbit out in the open
right now. I feel that life pretty much won’t throw anything at me I can’t handle
if I’m willing to go all out, and, maybe occasionally lose an eye, ear, or even
an arm. As soon as I get to the point where life is throwing too much at me,
then it’s time for me to die, hopefully in a blaze of glory.
This sort of mindset makes me gung-ho about things and I just jump in
without knowing all the facts, like Layer Thirteen for example. Math is not my
strong suit and it wasn’t until someone punched in numbers and explained it
to me in terms understandable to me that I realized how big Layer Thirteen
was. It’s the size of almost eighty of these other worlds we’d visited, which
are all about ten million square miles Trevor said. So, if this world was
continuous and unbroken space with no ‘official’ barriers that meant it had
almost four times the surface area of Earth.
I’ve been around Earth, traveling here and there, but I’ve not seen much of
it compared to what there is out there. I tend to stick around North America,
mostly in the big cities. Now they tell me that I’m going into a world that’s four
times the size of Earth? Unless we found an alternate form of transportation,
like jet airplane, we were looking to be in Layer Thirteen for a long time.
So as you might expect, I wasn’t looking forward to a long stint in crazyland, but we were all loaded up and rolling forward into the portal that would
lead us from the Matriarchal Society into the outer Layer of this universe.
None of us really knew what to expect, since Layer Thirteen was
unpredictable even for regular visitors, which we were not. We weren’t
disappointed.
The odd feeling of vertigo and disorientation was much more intense than
what we’d felt in our previous portal jumps. My stomach lurched and
darkness dominated my vision for how long I don’t know. It wasn’t just me
either, because when my vision cleared and I regained my thoughts, I could
see and hear Tira hunched over and voiding the contents of her stomach into
the rig’s disposal chute. Trevor was looking as green as I felt.
“Magdalena, where are we?” I said after I’d gotten past the threat of
vomiting.
“Location one-three by zero-zero.”
“No name?”
“Layer Thirteen is simply Layer Thirteen. It has no other name.”
“Did you have any doubt where we were after that nasty jump?” Trevor
asked. “Just look outside.”
I did, using the external monitors. At first I thought there was something
wrong with our equipment, so I got out of my seat to look out the front
window.
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The sky was a swirling kaleidoscope of colors, shifting and boiling almost
like it was alive or at least partially conscious. The terrain around us was a
patchwork of grey, green, brown and black. Twisted caricatures of trees were
interspersed across the uneven terrain, and jagged rocks poked out of the
ground like broken teeth.
“Well. At least it’s scenic.” I commented.
They just stared at me.
“Holy shit. Look at all the portals.” Tira said, taking a break from holding a
hand cloth over her mouth to keep any more vomit from making its way out.
I glanced at my own Key Tool to see. Sure enough, the entire periphery of
my Key Tool’s indicator was lit up with portal lights. There were dozens,
maybe more. It was hard to tell because some of the lights seemed stacked
on top of each other.
“I can’t even count them all.” I said.
“Supposedly if you look long enough you can find a portal somewhere in
Layer Thirteen to almost any world.” Trevor remarked.
“Then why aren’t we just going straight to the Prime Layer?” I asked.
“There might not be a portal for that. It’s my understanding that there are
very few worlds that have portals to the Prime Layer. I mean, there are a lot
actually, but they’re all incoming only, so you can’t get to Layer Zero from
them. Someone told me once that the outgoing ones from the Prime are
temporary portals, too.”
“But we can get to the Prime Layer from Layer One?”
“Yeah. See, Layer One is practically the same as the Prime Layer. The
same group runs it. Layer One acts as a filter or dust trap then, keeping the
undesirables from getting into the Prime Layer.”
“They guard the portals then?” Tira asked.
Trevor nodded. “So I hear.”
I grunted. “You hear a lot.”
He didn’t rise to my bait. “I just keep my eyes and ears open. Yours are
stuffed with gauze because you’re always laid up in hospitals.”
I chuckled at that, because it was actually funny, and I sat back down. I still
had various aches and pains from my brawl the other day, and taking
another beating like that almost seemed preferable to this place. It looked
like it was going to be a long ride.
Trevor turned the rig toward the almost invisible white dot on the rim of our
Key Tools. It was so far away that it probably wouldn’t have even been on
there had the Wardens not marked our way for us. And so started what I
feared would become the longest stint we would have in any world, besides
the month or more I spent laid up in that hospital. While we’ve had less
auspicious arrivals in different worlds, this world wasn’t exactly encouraging.
It didn’t take long for the local wildlife to acknowledge our presence either.
Already some sort of great winged beasts were taking notice of us from
overhead.
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A few days into our journey the white speck on our Key Tools was no
bigger, and the terrain we drove in on gave way to an expansive marsh with
a broad Romanesque thoroughfare cutting through it like a knife’s keen edge.
Globular beings resembling jellyfish floated past us, gleaning nutrients from
the air or swamps maybe. Lord knows the insects were plentiful enough for
something to subsist on them, maybe even those jellyfish things.
We hadn’t done this much driving without pause since we were back in the
Wardens’ world, and it was starting to bug me. My hand kept straying to
where I’d kept my cigarettes, but I’d given up my last one to Tira. I amused
myself by teaching my Key Tool to make gum, and once I had a passable
flavor and texture, I chewed that until my jaws ached, and then I switched to
beer.
“This isn’t that bad really. In fact, it’s kind of boring, which is preferable to
dangerous in some ways.” I said to Tira, with whom I was eating lunch at the
back of the rig.
“We’ve only been here a few days. It’ll likely take us a couple weeks or
more to get where we need to go, and that’s plenty of time for Hell to break
loose.” She replied nervously, slurping down some sort of soup.
“I could almost deal with a little bit of crap going on right now.”
“I’ll pass.” Tira said. “Boredom means staying alive.”
As if on cue, the rig rolled to a stop. We both looked forward to see why
Trevor had stopped.
“What’s going on?” I demanded.
“We’ve got company.”
I rushed to the front of the vehicle to see what Trevor was looking at. I shit
you not; there was an entire army in front of us. We were near the end of the
swamp-crossing thoroughfare, and bright fields of gold and green grasses
stretched in front of us, lit by a surprisingly bright silver sky. Soldiers in armor
and men on horseback swarmed across the hills like ants. Ballistae and other
ancient, massive weapons were being wheeled ahead by teams of
engineers.
“It’s a battle or something. They aren’t even paying attention to us.” Trevor
commented.
I sighed. “What are the chances, really? We’re driving along and happen
into a war.”
“This is the first war we’ve seen in a dozen or more worlds though.” Tira
remarked.
“So statistically we just needed enough time before we ran into Alexander
the Great or something?” I had to admit it probably was just a matter of
chance, but it still kind of sucked.
“Seems that way.” Trevor replied.
“So do we wait it out?” Tira asked.
We all paused to watch four winged creatures bearing riders swoop just
above the mass of troops. We weren’t close enough to tell if the soldiers
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were human yet, and my companions didn’t seem too interested in finding
out. For that matter, we hadn’t seen what they were going to fight yet either.
“Do you think they’ll just leave us alone if we sit here?” I wondered aloud,
taking a ponderous glance at the turret we’d not yet used except during its
initial test run.
Trevor nodded. “I think it’s a good deal more likely they will if we stay here
than if we try to drive through the middle of a battle.”
“I don’t think their siege engines could hurt the rig.” I mused.
“We’re waiting it out.” Trevor insisted, ending the discussion.
Smoke began to rise on the horizon and more of the flying scouts flew past.
The clamor of battle rose: shouts of men and beasts dying, the clanging
metal, and the tromping sounds of thousands of feet churning up the ground.
We waited an hour, and it looked for a while as if the mass of people would
continue far enough across the hills that we could sweep by them from
behind and be on our merry way. It was not to be though. Whether they had
won or the battle was still going, I don’t know, but someone finally noticed us.
Perhaps it was the rearguard thinking we were a threat.
“We’re going to have to plow through them if they come this way.” I
commented.
“We can retreat.” Trevor replied, clearly not wanting to be part of their
conflict.
“Yes, and they can follow us. Let’s go forward to avoid backtracking.”
“I’m not running people over.”
“No, of course not, only eggplants.” I remarked with amusement. “At worst
we use the turret. We’ll clear them out with that.”
I guess he decided then that I was right, because he put it in gear and
started forward. He ordered me back to the turret controls, where I gladly
took my station. When someone puts me in front of the nearest thing to a
cannon that I’ve been able to play with, I’m willing to overlook taking orders.
Despite being in the oddest and most unpredictable world in the universe, I
don’t think they were ready for us, but then, maybe the oddity was normalcy
to them, and we were the ones that were out of place. Horses and swords
cannot stand against a tank. I was itching to fire, but we gave them the
benefit of the doubt anyway. They gave way before us as I’d expected, their
horses running from our great armored vehicle as we made a break for the
lands beyond. Even though we passed the rearguard safely, it wasn’t over.
We hauled across the plains and happened into the thick of battle. Once we
crested that first hill it looked like we were truly in Hell.
Dismembered bodies were strewn everywhere, like a child’s carelessly
tossed toys. To me it looked like many thousands of paladins fighting the
demons of Hell, and doing poorly at it in terms of body counts. The demons
were thirty and forty feet tall, with a few extra limbs and eyes, no discernable
faces because their eyes and mouths were all over the place, and they were
bristling with arrows in their grayish flesh. Massive clubs and chains were
being employed rather ruthlessly by the demons, crushing men and horse
alike. The skyriders swooped down and threw spears at the swarm of evil,
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whatever they really were. Maybe they were trolls, ogres, or wives having
bad hair days – they were the bad guys, that’s all I needed to know.
I don’t know where Trevor was going, but as it happened, we got a little
close to some of the huge monsters, and I decided to take a little target
practice and help out the soldiers. Maybe I was feeling a bit nostalgic about
being a fighting man. Whatever my real reason was, high caliber machine
gun fire did what arrows and spears could not.
“Stiles!” Trevor shouted. “What are you doing? Our energy cells are draining
fast.”
“Just helping the good guys.”
“But that earns us the enmity of the bad guys, if they’re even the bad guys!”
“Yeah, well you can’t always sit on the fence, and thousands of soldiers
seem like worse enemies than some bigass freaks that I’d like to shoot just
for being so damn ugly.”
I cracked off a few more shots, and I like to think I turned the tide of that
battle. Trevor didn’t care for that, so he made a few more evasive maneuvers
that carried us beyond the field of battle. I think we were perfectly safe in the
rig as we were, but who can say?
It was cathartic to fire guns again, and yet I wanted to be away from the
battlefield, because it wasn’t my fight. Fighting another man’s fight is foolish
for a thousand reasons, and I just didn’t want to get any more involved than I
already was.
Besides, things were just too damn weird, and we weren’t but a small
fraction done with the trip we had before us in Layer Thirteen. Laying low
wasn’t necessarily a bad idea either.
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 Strange 

It was about three hours later when the aftereffects of our involvement in
that battle caught up to us, and they came on wings. It was a pair of the
winged scouts from the army. They swooped down from above and landed
some hundred yards or so ahead of us and waited. I’d been watching them
on the monitors for some time, so we had plenty of advance warning that
they were there. We’d discussed our shadows a couple times, wondering if
and when they’d drop in. Of course, by discuss I mean that they accused me
of causing trouble again and asked how I would fix it. Anyway, it wasn’t until
they actually landed that we got a better look at the creatures they rode
though.
The beasts they rode had folded leathery wings like a bat, though they had
feathers on the main body and near the ends of the wings instead of fur.
Their wingspan was probably about forty feet total, and their mouths were
massive beaks with reptilian eyes set on either side. They certainly weren’t
something you’d see at the Chicago Zoo.
“Looks like they finally decided to say hello.” I said, looking out the front
window at the pair of them and their humanoid riders.
“Should we try to go around?” Trevor asked.
I grunted. “Why? There’s only two.” He always likes to avoid things, but I’m
more of a dive in and deal with it fella.
Trevor frowned. “Even if they have something good to say, I don’t think they
can offer us much. I’d rather avoid them and move along.”
“We’re already stopped, let me go see what they want.”
“For once, listen to Trevor.” Tira implored me. “We don’t need anything they
can offer.”
“Even if they give us leave to sit here and recharge our batteries a bit?”
“Which we wouldn’t need to ask for had you not got involved.” She replied.
“Our weapons needed a serious field test. Why shouldn’t I have done it
then, when we could smoke some nasties with them? I doubt we’ll have to
shoot anything that big again, which means that they proved adequate for
anything we should face.”
“Somehow I doubt that we’ll never face anything worse. This place is just
like that. There will be something worse.”
“Nothing else has been that big yet.” I insisted. “Everything intelligent has
been humanoid up until this point.”
“Yeah, well they’re waiting for us. So what are we doing?” Tira asked.
“I’m going out to meet them.” I said, pounding the hatch lever.
“Got your guns?” Trevor asked as I stepped outside.
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Pretending he was worried about my safety instead of what I might do, I
replied, “Do you know me at all? Look who you’re asking, Trevor. I’ll be
okay.”
I closed the hatch behind me, and strolled up toward the visitors. I was only
halfway to them when one dismounted and moved forward to meet me. He
walked with a rolling gait, likely sore from a rough ride on his beast. We
halted about five paces apart and looked each other over. I’m not sure what
he saw, being that I was still kind of bruised and rather rough looking. As for
him, he wore a conical helmet that left his face bare and a thin breastplate.
He had a series of buckles on his uniform, probably to secure himself onto
the saddle when he was flying around on that bat creature.
I spoke first. “You’re slowing us down, pal. We’ve got places to go.”
“We wished to speak to you.” He replied.
“Lot of people want to, so what’s this all about?”
“Why did you help us before?”
“What you were fighting was mighty ugly, so I shot a few of them.”
“Your weapons are formidable.” He said, as his fist pounded his chest in
admiration.
“Did we step on some toes or something, killing your enemies?” Sometimes
these more primitive peoples have a very specific idea about how honor
should be distributed by effort or something, and me stepping in might have
created some issues.
“On the contrary, we wish we had your kind of aid more often. I don’t know
how many lives you saved.”
“So what were those things anyway?”
“They’re of the Osirde horde. They are our mortal enemies.” The soldier
answered.
I grinned. “Well, I’d stay and shoot a few more, but we’ve got places to go,
like I was saying.”
The man looked disappointed, but understanding. “Can we repay you at all?
You did us a great service. The great one you killed was one of their
warlords.”
“You mean that big lug that I perforated with hot lead?”
“Whatever you did, your weapons made short work of him.” He said in
admiration.
I like to be appreciated for my work. “Yeah. Well, I don’t think you have
much we need. Just let us sit here for awhile and rest.”
He nodded the way we were heading. “That is the way you go?”
“Yeah. Do you have any advice about things that way? You know, which
people to shoot and which people not to shoot…”
“Our lands stop about a day’s ride further, as fast as you travel. The lands
of the Osirde horde aren’t that way though, so I doubt if you will have any
trouble from them.”
“What is beyond your lands then? We’ve got quite a distance to cover.”
“A few hours beyond our land there is a great chasm. There are bridges
across though, and they will likely carry even your carriage.”
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“And what lies beyond the chasm?”
“You will have to wind your way through the mountain passes and the great
fiery mounts. I do not know what lies beyond that. Our people have not
traveled that far.”
“That sounds great, just like Disneyland.”
He gave me a strange look, clearly not understanding my reference. “You
will not reconsider and fight for us? We could use a man like you, with your
weapons.”
“Sorry, bub. Maybe next time.”
He nodded. “I will leave you to your trails and tell my people to leave you
alone. I wouldn’t linger more than a couple days though, or the horde may
find you here and seek revenge.”
I nodded. “Point taken. We’ll be gone before they get here.”
“I shall take my leave then.” He bowed, and turned to leave.
“Hey. One more thing.”
He halted, looking back at me. “Anything.”
“Have you seen a white lizard creature, taller than a man, with a single
golden eye?” I asked. “It should be following us still.”
He shook his head. “I have not seen it, nor have I heard of anything like you
describe. Should we look for it?”
“I’d stay away from it. I have a score to settle with it, and I’d hate to think
something took care of it before I could.”
“It is dangerous then?” He asked.
“Yeah. Probably as much as one of that Osirde Horde you were fighting, if
not worse.”
He shuddered visibly. “We will avoid it then, I promise. I pray that your
weapons protect you on your journeys and from the beast you speak of.”
“Yeah, you too.”
We parted then, and I looked back at his fidgeting mount, watching him
climb on top of it and take off before I went back inside the rig. A few strong
gusts of air blew past me as the wings of the beasts carried the pair of scouts
off into the bruised sky.
Two eager sets of eyes waited for me inside, looking at me as if they were
surprised there weren’t bodies strewn all over the place. It’s really nice
walking back to your comrades after a polite conversation with the locals, no
blood on your hands or anything, and having them stare at you and wait for
an explanation of why you behaved. It just proved how they thought that I
was so socially inept that I couldn’t ever talk to someone without a gun barrel
pressed in their face.
“What?” I asked, feeling annoyed at the accusation in their eyes.
“Everything is fine?” Tira asked.
I nodded. “Of course. We have permission to wait here for a day or two until
we’ve recharged our batteries. As I see it, anywhere else is likely to be
darker and more evil, so we won’t want to stop there.”
Tira looked doubtful. “That’s it?”
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“Yeah. Well, they told me what lies beyond their lands, which only extend
another day’s travel from here.”
Trevor sighed. “More trouble, war, and evil I take it?”
He looked surprised when I answered, “Naw, just some chasm with bridges,
and volcanic ranges beyond.”
“That doesn’t sound pleasant, though it’s not as bad as I expected.” He
replied.
I grinned and sat down, feeling pleased with my efforts. “Agreed.”


So we waited a day and a half without incident, and it did me some good. I
scarcely had a sign of my brawl with Ryella left on my body, and I slept well,
which is hard for me to do usually.
Part of me started to worry that sitting back gave the barrier beast more
time to catch up, but an increasingly greater part of me was looking forward
to finishing our fight. The barrier beast never showed though. There was no
sign of him, the army I’d befriended through my actions, or of the Osirde
horde. That was fine by me, because I wasn’t exactly rolling in ammunition,
even if my fingers itched to be pulling triggers. I guess in a world as large as
Layer Thirteen, sometimes you just can’t be found.
After we’d charged up fully, we moved on, traveling the grassy plains under
the purplish and silver sky for a full day and more. Then we reached an
abrupt rent in the world, as if God himself or a team of Wardens had drug a
knife through the terrain and left a chasm so deep that you couldn’t see to
the bottom of it. It was as far across as it was deep too, as far as I could tell.
We drove along the edge of the chasm for four or five hours until we found
a bridge across, though it resembled a Chicago freeway more than any
bridge or causeway we’d seen before. Our rig would have fit six times, end to
end, across the bridge. It was that wide.
I drove for a while then, letting Trevor do system checks and whatever other
nerdy activities he did to maintain our ride. Tira rarely drove, and I’ve seen
women drivers, so I don’t blame Trevor in that. Still, it would have been nice
to have Kameko around for a third set of dependable hands on the wheel
now and then. The two of us did all right. Trevor must have had part trucker
in his blood, because he could sit there for hours and just go, without getting
bored or flustered. There wasn’t even any music going. I wasn’t like that
though. I had my CD player and just jammed out to a few of my favorite
bands as I cross the biggest gaping hole in the ground I’d ever seen. It took
us well over twelve hours to cross it too, and we were going maybe a
hundred miles per hour the whole time too.
Trevor would worry about there being no obvious supports to hold up this
thousand-plus mile long road, but I just accepted as is. He’s the kind of
scientific and mechanical guy that just expects explanations and sense,
where I’d learned already that things would defy reason and explanation in
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these worlds – even the more sensible and realistic ones could be that way.
Maybe that was why he hated this world so much, but I could accept it.
As the skyrider had said, volcanic mountain passes waited for us beyond,
and they weren’t pleasant. We made piss poor time because we kept having
to use switchbacks to meander our way through the area, avoiding masses
of flowing lava that shifted direction and patches of these grey tentacle plants
that tried to mire us down if I didn’t have at them with our rig’s brand of
napalm that I spewed at them from our turret.
The only good thing about the four days it took us to get through all that
mess was this type of floppy-necked bunny that I kept running over. The
damn things ate the grey tentacles, bred nonstop, and had zero selfpreservation instincts. Beyond that, they tasted like chicken, albeit greasy. It
was damn nice to have something to eat other than beer and the few meager
meals I’d programmed into my Key Tool.
Have you ever been with people so long you no longer need to talk to
communicate with them? Trevor, Tira, and I were quickly getting that way.
We could indicate it was time to switch drivers – even Tira took a turn
occasionally now – we could annoy without words, we knew when it was time
to eat or make a pit stop, and a dozen other things. Talking wasn’t worth
bothering with, because we were so busy concentrating on getting to that
white dot on our Key Tools.
Was it closer at all? Yeah, it was crawling along and getting closer. I figured
we were about a third of the way there, but maybe it was halfway. Who can
say? We didn’t really have an odometer.


In the next two weeks, we did see people now and then, or humanoids I
guess they would be better referred to as. There were these short, purple
fatties with gigantic calf muscles who frolicked around white mushroom
fields. I had to resist the urge to shoot a few of them out of principle, because
they were that ugly even if they were non-threatening. Then there were some
red ape beasts with hair like an Irish Setter, except long enough to drag the
ground. They weren’t so bad, since they were scared of us and kept running
into the black pine trees that dominated the area. These were the two most
noticeable species, but there were a dozen other of assorted colors and
asinine designs. I can’t even recall all the stupid and absurd things we saw.
We drove and drove, pausing for half a day or more whenever the sky was
reasonably bright in one region and then we moved again. I grew to hate the
quiet hum of the rig’s interior lighting and the flicker of external camera
monitors. We amused ourselves with games, jokes, and whatever else could
pass the time. Whenever I could, I’d get Tira off alone – as alone as you can
be in a something the size of a small bus – and crank her down, just to break
the monotony. Sex, cheap and infrequent as it was, anchored me in the gritty
reality that had become our lives.

 209 

 In Roam 
When you have clouds shaped like animals prancing by and making noises,
and villages of upside down houses being raided by little goblins no taller
than your knees, the walls of your reality begin to fade. It wasn’t that Layer
Thirteen was necessarily so dangerous in itself, but you ended up spending
so much time in there getting where you wanted to go that you felt like
gouging your eyes out by the time you were done, just so you just didn’t have
to see the swirling lights and freak show of oddities that passed you by each
and every day of your time in that world. Hell, none of us slept much as those
days passed. How can you sleep when trees bark at you and mushrooms
belch out kittens if you cuss at them? I swear to you, it was that bizarre.
Hate was an easy thing to feel toward whoever made this world and
whoever ran it. Somewhere in the eight hundred million square miles of land
there was a city or gathering of people from the same race as the Wardens,
and they had orchestrated this maelstrom of insanity. I knew right then and
there that I’d kill them all if I had the chance. The universe, even this one,
doesn’t need nutcases like the ones who created this world.
I grew to appreciate the ordered army we’d seen in those first few days in
Layer Thirteen more and more every time I saw something wacky happen.
That they were able to maintain some semblance of sanity living every day in
a world like this was testament to their mettle. There must have been some
trick to it – maintaining sanity, that is.
It seemed like a pipe dream, this journey of ours. I didn’t even care much
anymore.


Weeks had passed, and we’d covered thousands of miles, probably tens of
thousands. We’d seen so many pumpkin patches that gave birth to horses,
monkeys with arms made of licorice vines, kangaroos with swords for
tongues, and strange mixes of the hilarious and frightening sort that after
awhile almost nothing could shock us. We took everything in stride, even
when the terrain turned into a sea bottom with neon kelp or a billion dancing
girls who held up their hands so we could drive across.
Nothing made sense, and nothing had to. Nothing ever would.
Then one day, that white portal indicator loomed in front of us on our Key
Tools.
“We’re close!” Tira shouted, and the noise hurt my ears.
I had almost forgotten speech. I didn’t even recognize her face anymore. I
blinked as I tried to comprehend her words. I combed a hand through the
beard I’d grown since I stopped bothering to shave.
“It’s here!” Trevor screamed, cackling.
Before us stood a great bedroom door, many stories tall. It opened for us as
we approached, and I realized it for what it was: a portal. We rolled through,
and that stomach-wrenching transition fell upon us one more time, sickening
yet sweet, because we were finally free.
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 Skip 

I think we spent a few hours trying to remember what it meant to be
civilized, or half-civilized in my case. When you, for the better part of a month
and maybe more, forget to bathe, brush your teeth, shave, wash yourself, or
any of the other things that make you passably human, re-acclimating to
normalcy is not easy. It’s a rude awakening. Those everyday things were just
forgotten, like we’d been on a long bender and were just now sobering up to
find the mess we’d made and the filth we’d been lying in.
Indeed, the rig was trashed, but we couldn’t tell just how badly until we
stepped out into that new world and were exposed to outside light for the first
time in recent memory. Garbage was strewn all over, the seats were torn,
desiccated feces lay on the rig’s floor grating, and all the instruments we’d
not broken were misplaced or hung askew from improper locations. When
my nose started to register something other than disgusting odors, I realized
just how foul the rig and we smelled. It didn’t help that my beard was
encrusted with what must have been vomit, food, and beer. Maybe it was
antifreeze. I really don’t know. Tira looked like she’d probably have to cut off
a lot of her hair to get rid of the nasty matted chunks and Trevor looked like a
zombie. His coloring was shot to hell and his clothes were all torn up. I don’t
remember why.
At this point, we took stock of each other, and could only shake our heads,
trying to remember how to form words of disgust. “Fuck.” Rolled out of my
mouth.
“I feel… worse than I’ve ever felt.” Tira announced, rubbing some mystery
gunk off her elbows.
I scratched at my side, and to my dismay, I found a dead and dried rabbit
creature that had stuck to my jacket. Apparently I’d slept on it or something
during the trip. “Fuck.” I repeated.
Trevor sat down heavily on the ground and squinted his eyes at our
surroundings. “First order of business is to find some water and maybe a
vacuum.”
“The rig is out of water then?”
He nodded. I took his word for it, not wanting to venture into the rig to check
because flies were already gathering in force. What had we been drinking if
we had no water?
Without waiting for them, I just chose a direction and started walking. It was
rather dim around us, and I wanted to know why. They seemed to as well,
because they followed me. Turns out, we were in this large, empty
warehouse. It was built out of some sort of mudbrick, sandstone, or
something like that, with a Layered thatch roof that had been mudded to
keep out the rain.
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We were basically on an empty islet, or so it seemed at first. The
warehouse opened onto a wide gravel walkway a dozen steps wide that
terminated at a seawall lined with well-maintained docks and mooring posts.
Emerald green waters lapped at the wall and sparkled in the bright light.
“There’s your water. Go get a hose or something.” I suggested to Trevor,
kicking off my boots.
Tira just sort of stared at me as I set all my non-washable belongings aside,
keeping my clothes on. “What are you doing?” She asked.
“Swimming.”
“The water could be acidic, or there could be bears or sharks or something
in there.” Trevor warned me, his eyes wild as he illustrated he’d been rather
touched in the head by Layer Thirteen.
“Let them come. My stink will scare them off.” And with that, I threw myself
off the seawall into the water, falling all of four or five feet before splashing
resoundingly.
I came up and took a breath, and as I wiped the water away from my eyes, I
took note of a greasy slick of lord knows what that surrounded me. That’s just
gross. I’m not captain clean, but when I leave an oil slick on water like a
piece of fried chicken, there’s something wrong.
A splash beside me made me grab for my guns, which I’d left up with my
things. Tira surfaced beside me, grinning widely. Chunks of garbage and dirt
were washing off her. That was certainly not a turn-on, but I wasn’t any better
off myself.
“Oh for some soap, eh?”
She nodded and began to scrub her head and body thoroughly. She’d
ditched her clothes, which seemed like a good idea right then. Perhaps I’d
hoped that with a rinse the clothes I’d been wearing would be fine, but they
were completely soiled. I divested myself of them, leaving them for the local
wildlife to feed on. I had spares on my bike anyway.
Thinking of my bike made me feel a stab of fear. What had I done with or to
it since I last thought straight? At the least it would need a good cleaning. I
wanted to get out of the water and go check on it right away, but a few
minutes would make no difference, and I couldn’t do a good job on my bike if
I didn’t feel moderately human myself. A man cleaning his bike isn’t meant to
be a rush job after all.
Trevor came back a few minutes later, threw down some soap he’d found,
and then cannonballed in next to us. I’m not all for the washing other people
thing, but when you’re that filthy, scrubbing each other clean is just faster.
Granted, I stuck to rubbing down Tira, who was a far cry more pleasant to
wash that Trevor could ever be, even when she was filthy.
What followed that bathing session after that was not a threesome or any
other sort of bonding you might imagine, but two days’ worth of cleaning. I
worked on my bike first, scrubbing it like mad and getting into it with a fine
brush until it shone like the morning sun. The other two worked on the rig,
though Tira’s weak stomach confined her mostly to the outside, or carrying
water and doing minor cleanup while Trevor worked on the really nasty
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things. I think he preferred it that way, since it allowed him to take stock in
our position and the damages we’d incurred. I understood his need
completely, as it was no different than what I felt for my bike.
Tira did some grooming for each of us, too. She used a mirror to fix up her
own hair, evening it up and trimming out parts where she had ruined her hair.
Then she trimmed my beard and combed it through, and finally Trevor
relented and took a break from cleaning for a trim and cleaning. He liked to
look squeaky clean. That’s the sort of pretty boy he is.
They were fiddling around with that stuff, grooming each other like
monkeys, when I went for a run on my bike. As clean as it looked, I couldn’t
resist getting it a bit dusty. I just wanted the heavy thrum of its engine
between my legs and the feel of its handlebars in my calloused hands. A little
sea breeze blowing in my face as I tore around the island did wonders for my
mood.
I hauled around the entire warehouse complex, which was very sizeable,
and was surprised to find it completely deserted. It was a few square miles,
and seemed to be one continuous building, but it was empty. There were no
other islands I could see nearby, but there was a very close portal on my Key
Tool, one of eleven in this world, and it was right on a loading dock at the far
end of the island.
This surprised me, since we were supposed to be in Layer One, which was
just about our last stop before the Prime Layer. Did that mean that the Prime
Layer was this easy to reach? Were there really no obstacles between it and
us? I returned to report my findings. They were skeptical to say the least.
“It can’t be that easy.” Trevor said angrily.
I grunted. “Don’t bitch at me because that’s how it works. I’m just telling you
what I found. You said I can’t take good fortune when it comes, and look at
you now.”
“I think it’s the wrong portal.”
“Check your Key Tool then.” I encouraged him.
“It does seem to be pretty close.” He replied, checking the eleven portals on
his Key Tool.
“Ori, what world is this?” Tira asked of her own Key Tool.
“Location oh-one by oh-four – designated as SubPrime Four.” Ori answered
in a mechanical, almost Asian female voice.
“We’re where we’re supposed to be, and that makes the next step the
Prime Layer.”
It didn’t take long to coax them into trying. Trevor wanted to tour the whole
island first, but that didn’t waste too much time, seeing how it had a perimeter
all of an eight miles. When there was no other option, he did what I’d said
we’d have to, and went through the portal.
The sensation was so light, almost airy. It was nothing like the gut
wrenching fit that going into and out of Layer Thirteen had been.
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We arrived at a small settlement on the water, nuzzled in a narrow alley
behind a few modest dwellings that was covered by canvas awnings of a
reddish color.
I raised my Key Tool and asked, “Maggie, where are we?”
“Location oh-one by oh-four – designated as SubPrime Four.”
“Still the same world, eh?”
“We must have just jumped across the surface.” Trevor surmised.
“Weird shit. Why would they have a portal like that? What was the purpose
of that island?” Tira wondered aloud.
I had my suspicions. “It seemed like a staging area to me. You could fit an
army on there and run them into Layer Thirteen, or vice versa.”
Trevor glanced at me, and I think he believed me, or at least felt my idea
was credible. Wonders never cease, eh?
I counted eleven portals again. A different one of them than before was
marked white on my Key Tool. It wasn’t that far away, not compared to what
we’d just had to travel to get here. I didn’t think much about it though,
because I had no plans to go back there ever.
We stepped out once more, taking in the bright light and fresh air. The
bright ambient illumination would have hurt, had I not been wearing my
shades. Still, I shaded my eyes to look around. I ignored the others and went
to explore, walking past neatly arranged stacks of crates, each group
arranged in roped off sections that were marked in a runic language that I
could not read.
Around me, tan colored embankments formed a sea wall, with greenish
blue water sparkling just beyond it. That much was quite familiar already,
except further down, people bustled about docks, unloading shallow draft
vessels with single square sails. Patches of reeds poked up here and there
for as far as I could see out into the water, with small fishing skiffs dotting the
horizon.
I’m not a sailor, as I’ve said before, but it seemed to me like the weather
was likely mild here. There was no wharf and the sea wall extended only five
feet above the waterline; scale and watermarks were never more than a foot
higher on the sea wall either, which seemed to indicate low waves and
minimal high tides. There wasn’t any land or sandbar protecting this
settlement from winds either. Even the shallow draft vessels seemed to
leisurely skim across the teal waters, with little or no wind to push them
along, utilizing poles instead.
I noticed Tira at my side, slack-jawed and looking around.
“Quite a change after that last month, eh?”
She nodded lamely, also shading her eyes.
“Well, this is nice I guess.” Trevor said, tipping his hat down against the
light.
The buildings around us were made of that same type of adobe. I’m not
sure what it was, but the construction was seamless, with finely crafted
wooden doors and moldings. Everything we saw was laid out in exacting
precision. I didn’t even see trash lying around or random weeds poking up
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out of the graveled pathways. There were hedges and gardens to be sure,
but they were in their dedicated places, not encroaching on the buildings and
pathways.
“I want a drink and a big damn steak.” I said, sucking in clean air between
my teeth.
Tira grinned. “I could use a long, hot bath. Splashing in the water before just
wasn’t as nice as a bath. I was worried the whole time some creature would
eat me.”
We both turned to Trevor, who frowned and finally added his request. “I’d
go for a real bed to sleep in, instead of the floor of the rig.”
“Sounds like a plan then. Think we can find somewhere around here that
can accommodate all those things?” I asked.
Trevor shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve never been here. We might as well look
though.”
“Are we going to leave the rig?” Tira asked.
“Nope.” Trevor answered.
She groaned. “Why? I’m sick to death of that thing. It’s been our home for
months.”
“And it will be for months more if need be.” Trevor insisted.
“I agree with her. We’ll leave it here and search this community for a place
to sleep and eat, and then come back in the morning for it, and take it toward
the portal. If there’s nowhere to sleep and eat here, we’ll load up and head to
another town or something.” I said.
Tira nodded. “Yeah. That sounds good.”
“Looks like I’m outvoted then.”
“Yup.” I grinned at Trevor.
“Let’s get our shit and lock up then.”
We followed Trevor back inside the rig and gathered everything we’d rather
not be without for the next day or so. In my case it wasn’t much more than
my shotgun that I hid under my coat; my handguns never left my person. My
bike would have to stay. There just wasn’t any reason to have it. Tira only
had a couple things as well, clothes and a few meager possessions. Trevor
though, he had three heavy duffels full of equipment. I guess the man didn’t
feel safe leaving his tools behind.
After locking up the rig, we went out into the community. I must say, we got
a lot of weird looks, the three of us. I’m not sure why, but they seemed to see
less Roamers than a lot of worlds. As we walked, I looked at the various
shops and businesses that lined the central lane. Carts passed us, pulled by
mules; they transported fish, crops, pottery, textiles, or other necessities to
this and other communities I assume.
The people had dusky complexion the color of raw cinnamon. They were
dark eyed and dark haired too, with both men and women wearing their hair
long. Other than the sailors, who were bared to the waist and wore baggy
pants, everyone work a long robes of muted earth tones.
Occasionally, there would be a man or woman riding past us in a rickshawlike cart, pulled by a muscled servant wearing only sandals and a loincloth.
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The passengers always wore extravagantly colored robes and headdresses
made with feathers and jewels. People gave them the road when they were
passing by.
“Priests?” I asked after a second one passed.
“Perhaps that or nobles.” Trevor replied.
We found a place along the sea wall on the opposite side of the settlement.
The settlement wasn’t very large. I’d guess it to be a half-mile square, and
every single square foot was allocated for something. The place we ended
up at we found because of the music that drifted into the streets from within.
To me it sounded like drums and flute music with some sort of guitar
accompaniment. It was cheerful and upbeat, but really not my deal. Maybe it
appealed to Trevor’s Spanish heritage, because he seemed pretty gung-ho
about going in.
Still, music and merriment meant food or at least drink. We weren’t
disappointed. A crowd ambled about, chatting amiably. Some sat at tables
outside, while others gathered indoors to listen to the musicians and drink
sweet-smelling beer.
I was half a head taller than these people, quite a bit wider, and very much
out of local costume, so they parted for me to let us inside. We gained the
bar with ease, and I leaned close to the comely, dark-haired woman behind
the counter. “Do you have food?”
She smiled, her sensuous mouth curling at the corners. “Of course.”
I nodded, and looked around. There was no place to sit in here, but we
could always get food and eat outside on one of the benches in the garden
area just down the lane.
“And rooms? A place to stay?” I asked, letting my eyes wander down to her
ample cleavage.
“Down the lane, across from the distillery.”
I turned to Tira, who was frowning at me for checking out the other woman,
and I held out my hand to her. She handed me some currency from one of
the worlds we’d been in. I like it when people know what I want without
asking. “Do you take this type of money?”
She eyed the black metallic chips with gold markings and nodded.
“Give us three big meals, and a couple rounds of drinks then, or a big jug of
beer and a couple cups if need be.”
She plucked four of the chips out of my palm, dropping one in her own
pouch, and three into the establishment’s.
“Just a moment.” She promised, winking as she walked away to relay the
order to the staff in the back.
True to her word, they brought out three woven baskets with fish and bread,
and a heavy crock of beer. Tira and I weren’t carrying much, so we carried
everything. After giving the woman behind the counter one last appreciative
look, I followed Trevor and Tira outside and then down the lane to the
garden.
Aromatic citrus trees were dropping white blossoms down around us as we
sat on the benches outside and ate in the sun and breeze. The food was, for
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lack of a better term, excellent. Even their honey mead or whatever it was
went down easily. I was starting to feel human again, and that’s important in
these weird worlds.
With my stomach full, and a slight buzz going by the time I polished off the
dregs from the crock of beer, we were ready to look for a place to crash for a
while. I figured we’d each sleep for a couple days or more just to make up for
lost sleep from our stint in Layer Thirteen.
It didn’t take much to find the distillery. Great brass pipes and vats were
visible beneath a large canopy of canvas that could have outfitted a few
sizeable vessels with sails. It looked like they had four or five giant aging
canisters, and a couple brewing canisters. I’m not a damn plumber or a
brewer, so what do I know?
As that dark-eyed beauty behind the bar had said, there was a hostel
across from the distillery. It was made of the same rock material as all the
other structures, with a heavy sign with more of that runic alphabet that I
didn’t understand. Thankfully it also had a picture of something that looked
like a bed on the plaque.
It’s weird, ya know? I’d been in a dozen or more worlds, and I’d never really
encountered anyone I couldn’t understand audibly, but there were a lot of
things I couldn’t read. Maybe my Key Tool translated everything I said and
heard for me, but couldn’t do the same with written. Or, perhaps it could if I
got the right upgrade. That was another of those infamous unanswered
questions I was collecting.
Trevor was bitching about carrying his crap, so we let him go get some
rooms or two while Tira and I stood outside wishing we had cigarettes.
“Saw you looking at the woman back there at the bar.” Tira remarked.
I shrugged. “Do you blame me? She had great eyes and a nice rack.”
“I just wish you’d be a little more nonchalant, just to spare my feelings a bit.”
“Why? We’re not together. I’ve told you that. Our arrangement is merely
convenience and pleasure – nothing else. Besides, you told me you’re not
interested in me and just want to screw now and then if I can get you home.”
“You’re such a charmer.” She spat in the most sarcastic tone I’d ever heard
from her. “Nothing turns a girl on more than knowing she’s not desired. I
sincerely hope you don’t mind sleeping alone.”
“I’m not worried about that. I’ll manage, either with no action, or some from
that lady back at the bar.”
“Try shaving first. You look like a damn slob.”
“You’re the one who trimmed it, and you’re not looking your best either,
sister.” I said with a snort.
Trevor waved at us from the entryway. As I turned to go inside, I slapped
Tira on the backside. She swatted ineffectively at my shoulders in retaliation.
I won’t describe our accommodations. Suffice it to say, we each had a bed
and a bath. That’s all we were looking for. I barely managed to get the
remaining scum from weeks of travel off my body before I fell asleep on my
sleeping mat. The others probably did the same.
Weary or not, I blame exhaustion for what would happen next.
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I woke up; I felt like Rip Van Winkle, figuring I’d slept for days or weeks, and
I noticed that there was someone in my room. If you know me at all, you
know I had a gun trained on the idiot before they got a word out. I couldn’t
see them clearly though, because it was dark out, and they stood in a
shadowed corner of my room.
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” They suggested. “Should you manage to
kill me with your crude weapons, the rest of my faction would seek your
death without questions.” The voice gave nothing away about the person,
except that they were probably wearing a mask or something.
“That’s a new one. Now why don’t you step out here so I can see you
before I riddle your carcass with bullets?” I asked.
“If that is what it takes to speak to you.”
They stepped out of the corner into the slightly more brightly lit arc of floor
by the window of my second floor room. Whoever it was, it was female. She
wore a robe of black that gathered about her bosoms and hips; it was long
enough that it brushed the floor, though it left her stark white arms and neck
bare. A twisted mask that reminded me of a face off of a totem pole covered
her face. Its eyes were wild, its cheekbones severe, and its mouth was curled
into an evil smile. Lush waves of crimson hair poured out from behind the
mask onto her shoulders. In her hands she held a black staff with bands of
white at the top and bottom.
“What’s with the Halloween mask?”
Her hand rose to touch the lacquered mask briefly. “I’m a messenger. It is
my place to wear the mask of my position.”
“A messenger from who?” I asked.
“A concerned party.”
“What do they want?”
“Only to tell you to stop seeking what you are after. You’ll attract their
attention, and you don’t want that.”
I laughed. “Listen, babe, we just went through Layer Thirteen and a dozen
other worlds to get here. I’m not stopping. Besides, bad attention is what my
life is all about.”
She shrugged. “That is your choice. I need only tell you their message. After
that it’s up to you.”
I slid from bed, expecting her to flinch or try to flee. She stood her ground as
I stepped over to her, gun in hand, still leveled at her chest. I got close to her,
real close, so much so that I could hear her breath under the mask. That
mask, it was troublesome. I wanted to see what was behind it and what was
under that robe. Yet when I raised my hand to lift her mask aside, she moved
her staff to block my hand.
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“Don’t.” She said, more of a command than a request. Her eyes flickered
behind the eyeholes of the mask.
“Ugly under there?” I asked.
“I will go now. I have delivered my message.”
She raised her left arm, which held something that looked like a Key Tool,
but it was quite different from mine, if hers truly was a Key Tool.
“Wait.” I said, eyeing the Key Tool. “What’s beneath the mask?”
“I will go now.” She repeated.
“No. I have a message for them. I want you to take it back to them for me.”
“What is it?”
“Tell them I can’t stop. Not until I’ve answered all my questions, and I don’t
care whose toes I step on or who I have to kill to do it.”
“They will stop you.” She said earnestly.
“Maybe they will, maybe they won’t. Either way I expect them to try to stop
me.” As I spoke, I gently pushed aside her staff, and moved closer.
“They are powerful.” She insisted, seemingly confused as to why I would go
against whoever her masters were.
“So am I, baby, so am I.” I slipped my hands around her waist and pulled
her to me.
I didn’t need words to explain what I wanted, and they always say that’s the
international language, understood everywhere. It wasn’t until I’d lifted her
mask and bared the porcelain doll type face beneath, with its large eyes
framed by long lashes, delicate nose and chin, and bee-stung lips, that I
lowered my gun.
With the handgun no longer between us, then re-holstered beneath my arm,
she was putty in my hands. Now I know I’m no Casanova, but what I may
lack in refinement, I make up for with energy and rarely quenched desire. I’d
always had a weakness for redheads anyway.
The next time I woke, she was not there, but she had left her mask.
Between that and the eye of the barrier beast, I was starting quite a trophy
collection from this universe. I was rested too, as a good night of rampant
sex and a nice long sleep will leave you.
I endured more of Tira’s looks of accusation – she had the room next to
mine and we’d been loud last night – and Trevor’s bland silence during
breakfast the next day. These days Trevor’s eyes were more and more
frequently hidden beneath the brim of his hat, but hell, he was never one to
inspire great feelings of comradery in me anyway.
None of that stopped me from smiling widely. Mornings are great if
preceded by an excellent evening.
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“What are we going to do now?” Tira asked, looking across the sparkling
green waters in the direction we needed to go. “There aren’t any roads or
bridges to where we need to go.”
“There are lots of boats.” I said. The answer was obvious, but she wanted
someone to tell her anyway.
“None will hold the rig though.” Trevor remarked grumpily, eying the
offending stretch of water from beneath the brim of his dark hat.
“So we leave it behind.” I told him. “We’re on the last leg of our journey, and
I’m not going to let a damn car stop me from reaching the end.”
“It’s not just a car, and I can’t leave it behind.” Trevor replied curtly.
I shrugged. “Then stay. I need to keep moving, and I’m not going to wait for
these people to build a bridge or invent a steamship to haul the damn thing to
the portal.”
Tira nodded in agreement, eager to keep moving. “You can come back for
it, right? These people won’t be able to move it.”
“Still…”
“Still nothing. We keep moving. If you make it back to Earth, you won’t need
it anyway.” I said.
Trevor was still doubtful. “Maybe. I’d planned on taking it to Earth though if
possible.”
“We don’t even know if it would fit through the portal back to Earth anyway.
We might not be able to take anything with us that originated here.” Tira
commented.
“Good point.” I lifted a hand to indicate Tira, whom I was surprised at for
coming up with such a good argument. Lately she’d been having a few good
thoughts. “The lady has a good point. You should listen to her. I’m moving
out now – with or without you.”
I stood and she did too. We went back to the rig to stow whatever we didn’t
want to carry. I took my bike then, because that was still useful, and I figured
we could put it on a raft or boat even if the rig couldn’t go on one. I didn’t
leave a single extra bullet behind either. Something told me I might not be
coming back this way anytime soon. Well, that or I felt like I’d need to shoot a
lot of stuff soon. Either thing was very likely.
Trevor seemed to sense the finality in my actions, and so he changed what
he was going to carry too. He left two bags behind and armed himself to the
teeth. He even gave Tira a handgun to use. She didn’t want it, but it was a
good backup for her Key Tool’s weapons add-on.
From there we sought passage to the next island settlement, though I doubt
that these islands were truly islands. They seemed to be constructs to me. I’d
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never seen perfectly square islands before this place, and the next was
probably the same.
We found a raft large enough to bear our group to the next island. It didn’t
take long to find one going that way, since it seemed to be a popular
direction to head if the other boat traffic was any indicator. As they were
going there anyway, we were able to pay for passage with labor. We hauled
baskets of fish and large gill nets onto the raft and helped them pole the raft
toward the next settlement. No matter where we went, the water never
seemed deeper that ten feet or so, and our poles were much longer than
that. Schools of silver scaled fish darted beneath us, unafraid in their domain
even when other boats were casting out nets. We had a full load, so we
passed them by. We traveled through great mats of reeds sometimes too,
and there were larger animals there, perhaps some relative of a manatee or
even alligators.
I don’t know how they dealt with the sun and the heat, because I was
sweating, and the back of my neck felt sunburnt already, as did my nose.
Tira had a towel over her head to keep from burning, but she complained
endlessly about the mosquitoes, which were out in force, like squadrons of
fighters assaulting larger ships.
Here and there we would see large floating fields. It was strange to see, but
somehow they had constructed floating frames that held enough soil or
material for the plants to root in. They grew fat melons, large tomatoes, and
other vegetables that would thrive in a water-rich environment. If what our
raft mates said was true, there was a team of workers for each of these
floating fields, and there were many of them to support the large population
of the main city. The main city, Sevotlan, was where we were bound.
Sevotlan was quite similar to the small settlement we’d just been at, but fifty
times larger. It was laid out in a great rectangle instead of a square though.
The sea walls were of the same tan stone, and again they were about five
feet higher than the water level. Beyond them, great temples had been raised
that stretched many stories into the sky. Sevotlan was the religious center of
this world, and our crewmates said that all the people from the dozens of
outlying settlements would make pilgrimages to the city at least twice a year.
Supposedly, the city was large enough to accommodate the entire
population of this world at one time, and much of it lay empty during the year,
except during the major holidays and festivals. As it happened, one festival –
the feast of the sea’s bounty – was little more than a week away, so things
were starting to pick up in the big city. The rich folk that could afford to take a
couple weeks off had already arrived, and from the number of boats and rafts
approaching the city, we could tell that many more people of lesser affluence
were filtering into the city every hour.
The cinnamon-skinned men and women from our raft bid us farewell when
we disembarked at Sevotlan. We helped them unload as thanks – Trevor’s
idea, not mine – and then we were on our way. We pushed on past the docks
and loading areas to find the portal. Trevor walked, while Tira and I rode on
my bike. We drew more attention that way, but what’s the point in having a
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bike if you must push it everywhere instead of ride? Tira insisted on carrying
Trevor’s gear, since he had to jog behind us, and I hesitantly agreed in the
name of civility, a trait I’m admittedly not well known for.
If the outlying settlements were orderly, Sevotlan was even more so. I don’t
think there was a speck of dust out of place in that city, and yet they were
preparing for what I understood would be a series of animal sacrifices,
religious ceremonies, and a massive drunken revelry that would last for days.
Living in such order, the people must require occasional opportunities to
break loose from their daily constraints.
As I was saying, Sevotlan is more impressive than any of the outlying
settlements in almost every perceivable way. I’m not one to often appreciate
my surroundings unless there’s fun and women to be had, but this was truly
a beautiful city. The buildings were designed in ways that were pleasing to
the eye, with gentle curves and slightly tapered lines that drew the eye
skyward toward the great temples. Scrollwork and carvings of leaping fish
ran along the sea walls, and giant painted totem poles with bestial faces and
features stood in the center of many of the major streets. The streets were
lined with bricks of an almost golden color instead of gravel, and the throngs
of people passing down the streets were more likely to be costumed as
nobles than as the peasants and laborers we’d seen elsewhere.
The temples, what can I say to describe their splendor? Imagine the
ziggurat of the Wardens, but with the decoration that only man can adorn his
structures with. This is not to say that the Wardens’ ziggurat was not
beautiful in a stark and alien way, but it takes a human to appreciate what the
people of this world have done. At these temples, there were priests of milky
white skin and red hair who wore ceremonial robes. I was reminded of last
night’s ‘wrestling match’ as I let my bike roll to a stop to take a better look at
one of the massive temples.
Tira caught me looking among the various priests. “What is it?” She asked.
I turned to her, and pointed at the nearest priest. “They seem to be of the
same breed as the Wardens. If so, then they’re the true citizens of this
universe. Everyone else is a visitor or immigrant.”
“So?” Trevor asked, panting as he came to a stop behind us. Lucky for him
the streets were crowded, so I could never gather much speed.
“One visited me last night. She said that her faction doesn’t want us to get
to the bottom of all this. She said they might try to stop us.”
Tira scowled at me like she hadn’t since breakfast. “She, eh? Your piece of
ass last night I take it?”
I shrugged, remembering that Tira’s room had been adjacent to mine. “Hey,
what can I say? You weren’t giving it up, so I looked elsewhere.”
“I hope she was damn pretty if you’re sleeping with our enemies’
messenger.” Trevor said with an annoyed grunt.
“Don’t worry, hombre, she was.” I grinned.
I said no more, moving toward the white spot on my Key Tool. It was in
Sevotlan, that much was certain. That didn’t make it necessarily easy though,
since the city was anything but small, and with all its narrow roads and
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buildings that looked quite similar, it was difficult to tell if we were making
much progress or if we were just going in circles.
We found it three or four hours later. It was in a temple, one much like all
the other ziggurats we’d seen before, complete with the fancy statues,
artwork, and a bunch of priests. The three of us halted outside and just
stared for a moment. Trevor was footsore and ready to be done with this
world, as nice as it had been to us, or to me at least – redheaded welcoming
committees are always nice. Tira looked pretty eager to move on, too, and I
had to admit that I wanted to see what the Prime Layer was like.
“The moment of truth, yes? We finally get to know if the Wardens have led
us astray, or if the Prime Layer is truly what we sought the whole time.” I
muttered, staring at the temple.
“How? Even if we get to the Prime Layer, it’s huge. It’s not as big as Layer
Thirteen, but we could be walking for days.” Trevor said, panting. He dabbed
at his forehead and cheeks with a handkerchief and then readjusted his hat.
Somehow that hat had survived Layer Thirteen.
“Such a pessimist.” I said with feigned sadness.
“No, It’s just that I realize that we’re not at the end of our journey. There are
a lot of steps before us still.”
“Then we’d best start walking.” I suggested helpfully, nodding my head
toward the temple.
As we looked, we noticed a group of masked priests coming our way. There
were five of them, which wouldn’t be a problem for my weaponry if push
came to shove. I looked long and hard to see if I recognized the one from last
night, and I thought I did, but I couldn’t be sure until they got closer. Any
woman can look like another under a black robe.
“Should we run?” Tira asked, watching the priests apprehensively.
I shook my head. “No. We’ll see what they want, and cut our way through
them to the portal if need be.”
One broke off from the group of five priests and approached us. The one
was female, and though she wore a mask like the one I’d seen last night, I
couldn’t positively identify her up close. She must have been of the same
rank or something, because her costume was the same.
“You can’t pass here.” She said, and her voice did sound familiar, but I still
wasn’t certain. Nothing in her behavior betrayed her identity.
“Why?” Trevor asked.
“Because it is not allowed.” The priestess replied.
“Your people put us here, and we want to go home. So we’re going onward
whether you like it or not!” Tira shouted at her.
The priestess raised her hands in helplessness. “It may be so that my
people brought you here, but it is not my duty to grant or bar permission. I
simply relay the message from my superiors. If you attempt to pass, you will
incur their wrath.”
“We’ll take our chances.” I said simply.
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Had the mask been part of her face, I think it would have shown a mournful
expression then instead of the bemused smile frozen on it. She took steps
backward to get away from us, and things started to get interesting.
There were loud cracking noises, like what I imagined an earthquake might
sound like when it split mountains with sickening groans. The great totem
statues that stood at the corners of the temple came to life, rising up and
casting off their moorings with more resounding cracks. What had been
simply painted stone assumed hues of life. Stone softened into a more
flexible and lifelike material. The feathers, fur, and teeth became real. The
eyes in the many animalistic faces of each totem filled with an inner light that
spoke of life. The creatures immediately looked our way, somehow knowing
we were the offending people.
They came toward us with thunderous and surprisingly fast footsteps that
sent the people of the city scattering in terror. I guess it’s not every day that
they got to see their gods or the avatars of their gods become mobile
creatures ready to defend their temples from interlopers like us.
I groaned at the size of the creatures. “Oh great.”
Without a pause or even a curse word uttered, Trevor grabbed his bag from
Tira, dropped it, tore it open, and drew out a rifle with a barrel well over an
inch in diameter. He leveled it at the nearest one and fired. The whistling
beam of green pierced one of the dozen faces of the nearest totem. Its
bellow of pain hurt my ears when it reverberated throughout the square. Still,
it did not stop.
I shrugged at Trevor and revved my bike’s engine, darting toward the one
he’d already wounded. I shot it in one of its faces, which resembled an eagle,
with my shotgun. Tira tagged it with a beam from her Key Tool. The air
sizzled as the beam lanced past my ear to sting the totem. Even that didn’t
stop the creature. I don’t truly claim to know what it was even now, but it was
tough, I’ll give it that much.
Trevor fell into a full run behind us as I drove past what might have been my
lover from last night, as well as the other priests, and we blew past the doors
the temple’s main gates. I fired twice more at one of the creatures trailing us
as we fled through the entryway and into the ceremonial interior of the temple
proper.
The white dot on my Key Tool was right on the dot. I knew it was nearby,
but I couldn’t find it. There was no tunnel, no door, no pool of water or any
other obvious location for a portal. Where the fuck was it? I looked up at a
colored glass dome that I hoped wasn’t the portal. That would be just my luck
though, right?
Priests scrambled and ran from my bike. They hid behind monumental
pillars of marble and colored mosaics or ducked into the shadows of effigies
of larger-than-life humanoids I didn’t have the time or the reasons to examine
them closely. The smell of herbs, incense, and gunpowder filled my nose,
which was quite a pleasant change from any church I’d been to lately. But all
that was of no consequence, unlike the two angry totems that still stomped
along behind Trevor.
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Tira and I took up a position and laid down cover fire so that Trevor could
dodge behind a pillar and avoid the many arms and claws of the totems, if
only for a short while. I was quickly wishing we’d found a way to get the rig
there, because that combination turret would have been a dream right about
then, and I can’t say I’d have disagreed with a few inches of heavy armor
between them and me. There’s no use crying about things you don’t have, so
you’ve got to make do with what you’ve got. The three of us unloaded
everything we had on the nearest totem, tearing holes through it with Key
Tool beams, upgraded rifles, handguns, and even my shotgun. One finally
fell with a bloody, agonized cry, sporting more holes than some fancy
cheeses. The other continued to come after us, a mess of feathers, beaks,
talons, scales, and miscellaneous body parts borrowed from animals and
packed into a twenty-foot monstrosity that was either hungry, pissed, or both.
“Stop!” A powerful voice commanded from behind us, on one of the
balconies of the temple.
Everything did, too. Even I felt compelled to stop shooting, which says a lot.
The totem loomed over us, glaring at us with inhuman intensity. I knew right
then that we couldn’t stop it before it’d get at least one of us. It was too
tough, too fast, and too damn angry.
“We need to talk.” The voice said, masculine, and sounding like it had
answers.
Reluctantly, I lowered my guns and said, “Alright, but you’d best have some
answers.” I continued to look for the portal, but could not see anywhere it
might be.
Trevor looked at me worriedly, and I’m sure Tira had her own set of fears to
match. We’d just put our fate in the hands of these priests, who had already
told us they didn’t like what we were about. Anything seemed like it might be
better than being torn limb from limb by the totem beast, so we’d just have to
make due.
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 Satis-Faction 

Regardless of what you may think, I know when to fight and when to stand
around and talk. This seemed like one of the latter, even if no small part of
me wished it were one of the former. Big nasty critters tend to make me a bit
more talkative though, since the alternative might be getting dismembered.
Things like that can ruin anyone’s day.
The priest from the balcony above descended upon a set of stairs that
wrapped around the interior wall, stairs that were nearly hidden by the clever
design and color use of the architect. He came to stand in front of us, which
spoke well of the size of his balls. Behind his mask, he was as
indistinguishable from the other priests and priestesses in black robes,
except for the braid of precious metals and stones that hung around his neck.
Although, when I looked at it more closely, his mask seemed more finely
wrought and it had a wiser expression to it. There were hints of gold or silver
traced along the fringes of the mask, more of the runic language of the world
perhaps.
“So explain to me, in terms that I’m going to understand and accept, why we
can’t keep moving on.” I invited him with a smile, not waiting for introductions.
“Only those among our kind that are highly ranked are allowed into the
Prime Layer.” He replied.
So our rank and race precluded us from going. “Like the Wardens?” I
wondered.
“They are allowed, but they’re a different case.”
“How so?”
“There are six worlds in this Layer, each nearly identical, each with a faction
of guardians who block their respective entrance to the Prime Layer. Only
those who are highly ranked in our factions may use these portals.”
“So you’ve hidden it and set your uglies around it to prevent entry.” I
translated.
The priest nodded slowly. “Yes, in a very simple sense, that is what we
have done.”
“How are the Wardens different then?” Trevor asked. “You said they were a
different case.”
“They form another group, and while they may see the Prime Layer, they
are not members of any of the six factions of the SubPrime worlds that guard
the Prime Layer. As a whole, the Wardens comprise their own faction, and
they maintain their own worlds and rules independent of the Prime Layer.”
“Two of them guided us here though, so we should be allowed to pass, if we
are doing their business.” Tira said, briefly joining the dialogue between the
priest and myself.
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“Again, you misunderstand. They have no authority here. They merely
helped you get here, and now your way is barred to you. Just because they
gave you a map here doesn’t give you any right of passage.”
“So where are Layer One’s Wardens?” I asked. “We’ll get permission from
them.” I didn’t like this whole permission business. It felt too much like grade
school. I didn’t cross a shitload of worlds to have someone tell me I wasn’t
allowed.
He had an answer for that too. This guy was slick, with all his bases
covered. I don’t like guys like him, and he sort of reminded me of Trevor,
which made me want to sock him in the jaw. “This Layer’s Wardens are each
members of all six factions on this Layer but not high-ranking ones either.
They’re an office of the factions, but not the leaders by any means.”
“I don’t see how this world’s backwards style of politics changes anything
for us. We’ll still find a way through.” I insisted.
“No, you will not. Your way is blocked, and you will perish if you try.” The
priest replied, nodding toward the ready and willing totem creature that still
loomed behind us.
I shrugged. “We’ll try the other worlds on this Layer then, since you’re
probably lying.”
He shook his head, causing the braided chain of jewels to jingle. “I am not,
but feel free to try. There are portals leading from here to the other worlds of
this Layer. The portals for worlds three and five are closest and most
convenient. I’m afraid you will find the same answer at each.”
I found it a bit strange that he was so forthcoming, and I made a point to say
so. “So why are you telling us all this? It seems like you could just tell us to
bugger off, and yet you’re telling us all this stuff you don’t have to. Hell, you
could have just let your pet work us over and solve your problems.”
“We try not to kill Roamers, as it causes too much bad blood and creates
more trouble than it solves. As to telling you all this, well, you see it makes no
difference whether you are informed or not, since you can’t get there either
way, and if you’re informed you might think better of trying the impossible.”
Trevor tapped my shoulder. “Stiles, let’s leave then. We’ll reconsider our
course. We can’t do anything more here right now.”
I was forced to agree that we were at a dead-end for the moment being, so I
nodded, and started to turn my bike around. “This isn’t over, chief.”
“Next time we won’t call off our temple’s defenders. We will kill errant
Roamers if they make a nuisance of themselves.” He warned.
“Being a nuisance is what I do best.” I called over to the head priest, waving
overhead like the Lone Ranger.
And then I roared out of there, tearing past Trevor, the totem, and the other
priests. Trevor loped along after us in a dogged fashion – tired and a bit
worse for wear, but alive. Outside, crowds were gathering to see what had
happened, and a score of priests were holding them back. They probably
didn’t want anyone to see that we’d dispatched their totem beasties. That
sort of thing can ruin the mystique of your religion when you’re proved
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fallible. The crowd parted for us, and I assumed it would for Trevor too. I
didn’t wait to see though. He’s a big boy, so he could fend for himself.
I went a couple blocks down and found some shade, careful to make it
obvious to him where we were. I turned off my engine and put down the
kickstand. Tira climbed off and sat on a doorstep, worriedly chewing her nails
as Trevor jogged over finally. He was sweating like crazy as he dropped into
a sitting position on the ground with his rifle across his lap.
“Why do you suppose they let us go?” I asked them, arms crossed in front
of me as I sat on my bike still.
“There’s probably someone higher up in the next world, or somewhere that
doesn’t want Roamers killed for trying to seek passage into the Prime Layer.”
Tira replied.
“Why though?”
“It can’t be easy to populate these worlds, and I’m sure a good portion of
Roamers seek the Prime Layer at least once.” She surmised. “They can’t kill
everyone curious about getting home.”
I frowned. “But why even institute Roamers? What do they possibly add
except trouble in all these worlds? I’ve never understood why they’re needed,
and it bothers me.”
Trevor shrugged, having no answers, but a few ideas. “Entertainment?
Random chance and influence to be exerted on the five hundred and more
worlds?”
That didn’t seem right to me. “So we’re all here to muck around their
carefully designed worlds just to keep the Wardens busy and the founders
entertained?”
“It’s possible.” He said.
“Yeah, it’s possible, but it doesn’t make a lot of sense unless this whole
thing is run by nutjobs.”
“Maybe they want people to appreciate their work. If they were artists or
architects, and they’re both in a way, they would want someone to appreciate
what they’d accomplished. Well, we witness everything they’ve built when we
jump through portals.” Tira suggested.
I looked at her doubtfully. That was two smart comments in a row, and that
had to be her quota for the week. Where was she getting all this? “You make
it sound like this is all a child’s science experiment and we’re the judges.”
She nodded. “Maybe so, but it makes more sense than Trevor’s theory
though.”
“Yeah, and who ever said that strippers don’t have a good heads on their
shoulders?” Trevor joked.
“Usually they just give good head, in my experience anyway.” I replied,
grinning.
She glared at both of us. “Fuck you both, Christ. I swear, you two think I’m
just a tag-along, but I’ve helped quite a few times. I’m sorry for thinking
instead of just giggling and waiting for you two geniuses to get us there. I’m
not your maid or servant.”
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I didn’t argue with that, though I was tempted to joke about how we had only
needed someone to clean the rig for us. I was just too perplexed about the
problem at hand to torment her further. So instead we discussed our situation
further.


Eventually we decided that we wouldn’t come up with much more on empty
stomachs, so we agreed to get something to eat and drink. This might seem
to imply we’d thought of something to do, which we’d not done by any
means. Food was a bit of an easier mission – there was a place just down
the street. I chained my bike to a nearby post. It was out of the way, and I’d
be watching it from not too far anyway, so I figured it was okay leaving it for a
few.
Trevor was well rehydrated after sweating out however much water he did
jogging around during the day, and we were all fairly satisfied even if our
funds were nearly gone. We went back outside, and as I went to reclaim my
bike, a black robed figure stepped out of the shadows. She nearly got a gut
full of lead for it. I don’t like that sneaking around shit unless I’m doing the
sneaking. This priestess wasn’t wearing a mask, and I recognized her as my
tango partner from the previous night.
“You almost got yourself shot again, missy.”
That didn’t seem to bother her. “I needed to speak with you again.”
“Please tell me you’re not having my baby or something stupid.”
Tira was probably shooting hate rays at the lady and me too, but I wasn’t
watching. I just know how women give each other dirty looks. The matters at
hand were more important than Tira’s oversensitivity.
“No, I am not having your baby. I meant I need to talk to you about the
portal.” The priestess replied.
“You must have seen when we went for it a few hours ago, right?” I asked.
“I was hiding, but yes, I did see your failed attempt.” She replied.
“You were hiding? Why? You’re of their kind. What do you fear?” Tira asked
suspiciously. What’d I say about women not liking each other?
She gave Tira a look before she answered, like women do when they size
each other up. “I didn’t want them to know that I was watching you, because
it would be less likely then for them to expect me to aid you later.”
“So you knew we’d fail.” I remarked.
The priestess nodded. “Yes. There’s a trick to entering portals into the
Prime Layer, and you did not know it.”
“And you’re going to share it with us, because…” I couldn’t think of a
reason. “Why exactly are you going to help us?” I demanded of her.
“Because I tire of the requirements of my position. I want a way out, but
being one of my kind means that I have to serve one faction or another. It’s
my duty in life. I want out of it, and you may be able to help me. That the
leaders of my faction were worried enough about you to send me to warn you
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not to try speaks that you must have some power that they fear, so I think
you might be someone who can help me.”
The way she said it, I felt she was telling the truth, but even if she was
willing to help us, it didn’t mean that we could help her. I needed to figure out
what she wanted out of this. “How can you be free though? Are you going to
Earth with us? We’re not likely to stick around this place.”
She shrugged. “I’m not sure. I’ll go if necessary. Anything is better than this
life of servitude and regulations. I long for the freedom of Roamers, but any
freedom will do, even if it’s your home world.”
“We might not be able to set you free from your responsibilities.” I admitted.
There was actually a pretty good chance we couldn’t. Our powers were
limited to what we could do with our guns.
She nodded. “Perhaps not, but it’s worth trying.”
“She’s got us cornered. We have to accept her offer.” Trevor replied. “If
there really is a secret, then we must know it. ”
“Fine. If we must, we must.” Tira reluctantly agreed, but the look in her eyes
seemed to say she’d rather beat the secrets out of the woman. “What’s your
name anyway?” Girls like to put a name on the objects of their hatred.
“Jycelle.” The priestess answered coolly.
“Well, Jycelle, lead the way then,” I ordered, supplementing words with an
ass pat that made her squeal shyly. “Just remember that I’m not leaving my
bike behind no matter what we do.”


The trick to getting into the Prime Layer turned out to be twofold. First, you
had to be wearing one of their masks. The masks would allow us to see the
hidden portals. Second, there was a false signature fed into the Key Tool
system. That meant that while we looked for a portal in the indicated place, it
was in actuality somewhere else, even if the Key Tool’s portal markings
showed us to be directly on top of it. They’re sneaky bastards I guess; yet it
only makes sense to hide the most important portals.
I don’t know how we’d have figured it out with out Jycelle’s help. It didn’t
hurt to have another pair of tits around either, especially since both of them
wanted me and not Trevor. It probably really chapped his ass, too. He was
more handsome than me, and I know for damn sure he could be more
charming. What can I say though? Women like bad boys, and I was a damn
good one.
Jycelle lured a pair of her fellow priests out to an ambush in an empty
building, where we pummeled them into unconsciousness and tied them up.
We needed their masks. I had one already, but the other two needed one.
Jycelle had already replaced the one she’d left behind in my room, so she
had one of her own again. That showed intent and planning from our first
night together. She’d come to me, rolled around with me, and then left me an
important and useful gift.
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We put on the masks and robes, and went to the hidden site of the actual
portal. No one would have expected the portal to be where it was. It wasn’t
even guarded, but with the masks on, we could see a spiral of energy in an
empty square behind a carriage house.
“That’s it?” I asked, pointing at the wisps of bluish energy in front of us.
She nodded. “That’s it: the hidden portal into the Prime Layer.”
“Let’s go then.”
The portal jump, despite this being a special portal, didn’t feel any different
than a standard portal hop. I had expected something like the portal going
into Layer Thirteen had felt, and I was thankful that it was not like that.
Jycelle’s odd Key Tool seemed to work well enough, because it carried her
with us into the world at the center of everything.
We’d finally made it, but things were going to get rough from here out. I just
knew it.
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 Prime 

The Prime Layer wasn’t at all what I expected.
I figured it would be some sort of weird megalopolis – the seat of authority
for the five hundred some worlds. In my mind, there had been a great
number of roman style capitol buildings or some sort of great temples in the
motif of Layer One. Of course, in such a city you’d need the pretty faces and
god-like bodies to match. There would be bathhouses and debauchery and
the works. It was supposed to be wonderful.
I hadn’t expected the whole of the Prime Layer to be an expansive machine.
Machines floated among the great machinery. They appeared to process
materials and maintain the machine, which was comprised mostly of massive
banks of unidentifiable machinery with tubes running between them. The
tubes were filled with fluids or thick gases that transported dark shapes from
one part of the world complex to another. There was some sort of colorcoding on the brackets that connected various lengths of the thick tubes, but
I didn’t understand the code.
It actually reminded me quite a lot of one of those suction tubes at a drive-in
bank. You know the type? You put your crud in the capsule and a vacuum
draws it in to the teller, and she can send it back to you the same way. This
was just like that only on a massive scale with dozens of lines. Each line was
probably capable of hauling a city bus through them. Maybe it was really
more like a water park, except there weren’t screaming brats to drown and
chicks in bikinis to stare at.
Jycelle stood at my side, looking around as curiously as the rest of us.
Maybe she’d never been here either.
“Looks like a sewage plant or something.” Trevor commented.
“I’ve never been to one, so I wouldn’t know. I was thinking more like a water
park.” Tira said.
I glanced at her, surprised that she thought the same thing I had. “That’s
what I was thinking. I wonder what the stuff going through the tubes is
though.”
“Bodies and other imported materials bound for other worlds.” Jycelle
answered.
“Huh?” I said, sounding surprised and unintelligent with one syllable.
“They’re being processed and sent to whatever worlds they’ve been
assigned to.” She explained.
I pointed at the nearest one. “Those are all filled with people? There must
be hundreds or more then.”
“Hundreds or sometimes thousands at any given time. They’re imported
from dozens of worlds, loaded into the apparatus, and then they’re shipped
to the export mechanism for whichever Layer they’re going to be sent to.
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They’re for repopulating purposes after wars and disease and natural deaths.
Sometimes they get materials from other worlds to help build a new setting
when a world theme changes.”
I asked another question. Trevor and Tira were happy to let us talk for now.
I guess I was asking all the questions they had. “You’ve been here before
then?”
“No.”
“Then how do you know all this?”
“I only know the basics. This, and other secrets are in my faction’s
safekeeping. You’re some of the first outsiders to ever make it here
uninvited, maybe even the first. I have never heard of others coming here.”
“But there are all sorts of portals here.” I said, looking at my Key Tool, which
was lit up like a Christmas tree.
“Yes, but that doesn’t mean we hear about them in our temple. You also
have to realize that almost all the portals in this world are outgoing.”
“Except the ones from Layer One?”
She nodded. “There are those and a few others. That means of the dozens
of portals here, only a few more than six of them are bi-directional.”
I was watching my Key Tool as she spoke, and I noticed some of the lights
were definitely disappearing, and others reappearing. “Are some of these
portals turning off and on?”
“Yes. It prevents people from interfering with the system and riding a oneway portal back here.”
“You can do that?” Trevor asked with great interest.
“With the right Key Tool upgrades, yes. They’re nothing we’ve made and
released though. They’re third party upgrades made on some of the more
technological worlds.”
“So the Key Tools aren’t infallible either.” I grinned, liking the prospect.
Jycelle frowned. “With people bypassing the system, they can use portals
without Key Tools, or interfere with elements of each world. It makes our jobs
hard outside of Layer One, because we just don’t have the control and
manpower to maintain in the face of so much entropy and chaos. Beyond our
control in Layer One things deteriorate quickly into the chaos that rules the
outer Layers.”
I was thinking it was probably one of those types of guys with a bunch of
upgrades and crazy shit who had killed the Warden back on Layer Ten. It’d
take someone with some serious power to take out the Wardens.
“It’s your former job. I think you’ve given it up helping us get here.” Tira
pointed out.
“You’re probably right.” Jycelle admitted soberly, but she didn’t look sad
about it, just serious.
I looked around at the faces near me and then at the machinery that
surrounded us. They were all looking to me for direction, even if I didn’t know
exactly what to do. Like I said, I had expected some obvious place to go, but
there wasn’t any that I could see.

 235 

 In Roam 
“Is there a single place where people enter this universe?” I asked finally.
“That would be the likely place to find a way home.”
“Yes. They all enter at one central facility.”
“Just one facility handles everything?”
Jycelle nodded. “Yeah. From what I’ve been told, the device that acquires
people – “
“Abducts you mean.” Trevor interrupted.
I glared at Trevor and he shut up. Let the lady explain already, right? These
were answers we’d searched for, and now he wanted to quibble instead of
listen.
She waited a moment and then continued after a go ahead nod from me.
“The device that acquires people lines up with one world, takes a sampling of
their population, and then it pumps them into the system. It takes awhile to
line up the next world I guess.”
“Alright. Take us there.”
Jycelle looked worried, like we’d just asked something much harder than it
sounded. “I don’t know if I can. I’ve never been here.”
“Take an educated guess then. Your worst guess is better than any of
ours.” I offered supportively, earning nods from my companions.
“I don’t want to be responsible for your well-being.” Jycelle wrung her hands
nervously. “If I choose wrong, we may encounter some of the security forces
that live here.”
“There’s security here?” Tira asked.
“I’d assume so.” I replied. “This is what runs the whole show. Wouldn’t you
protect it? They must need more than just the priests in Layer One to keep
people like us out of here.”
Jycelle worriedly chewed on her lip as she thought aloud. “Well, I guess
there wouldn’t be any portals in the area that people arrive at. There’s
supposed to be a processing center for each Layer, too. All the tubes, no
matter where they end at, should lead back to the arrival station if we follow
them from the end and work backward.”
“They wouldn’t also run from one Layer’s processing center to another?”
Trevor asked.
“I don’t know.” Jycelle said apologetically, worry plain on her pretty face. “I
hope not, otherwise we might go the wrong way, and this place isn’t small.”
“I don’t have a better idea. We’ll hope you’re right. Unless someone can
think of something better?” I looked at each of them in turn, and no one said
a thing. “Let’s find the tubes we need to follow then.”
I didn’t know if it just required a lot of machinery, or if this station was for
one of the outer Layers, but this processing center was huge, like a massive
oilrig or something. It took us hours to wade through the confusing passages
and narrow ways between the tubes and steep walls of machinery. We finally
found the edge, following the growing number of tubes as we went. At the
edge, we could see the set of tubes running in a thick mass toward some
destination across the surface of the world. Yet we had to figure out if this
was the only set of lines running outward, and that meant we had to circle the
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station’s periphery to check. That wasn’t going to be easy for them to do on
foot, so I circled the entire encampment on my bike while they rested, making
sure there weren’t another set of tubes running elsewhere. Unfortunately,
there were. Still, none of the other groups of tubes was as large as the one
the others were camped at. There’d be one or two running off across the
gritty landscape at different angles, but it was nothing like the mass of
collected tubes we’d first encountered.
To me it seemed likely that this machine, however large it was, was roughly
organized like an old boat’s steering wheel or a snowflake. At the center of it
all was the arrival station, which probably had thirteen thick spokes leading
out of it that led to the processing stations for each Layer. Now, at this
processing station and likely the others, there was a ring of equipment that
had several nodes. It seemed likely that each node stood for a world within a
Layer, as they’d probably need a transporter device for each world. As I
figured it, there were about thirty nodes at this station, which meant this was
probably Layer Five or Six if my theory that there was one node for each
world within the Layer held water. That was just a guess though. I really
didn’t know for sure. I guess it didn’t matter, either, so long as we got to the
middle of everything.
When I’d finally circled the entire thing and reported back to the others, two
or three hours had passed. The whole thing was that big. It was like driving
around the edge of a city. Each of the nodes was the size of a city block or
something, and the terrain didn’t exactly lend to fast travel. More than once
the gravelly terrain had tried to make me take a spill, but I’m not green as far
as riding goes, and it’d take more than a few pebbles to dump me off my ride.
Tira, Jycelle, and Trevor were ready to go, so we wasted no time. I gave
them turns on my bike, carrying one at a time for a few miles, dropping one
off, and then I’d go back and get another of them and catch them up to
whoever was at the front. My bike got a serious workout that day, and it was
thankful that the ambient light was high enough to keep my charge up with all
the hauling of people around in leapfrog fashion that I had to do. We didn’t
even make that much headway.
Jycelle was wearing just sandals, and she wasn’t used to walking for miles
and miles. Her feet were blistered by the time we stopped for the day. The
others, myself included, had a few small complaints, but nothing major. We
doctored each other’s miscellaneous blisters and pains and then made food
for everyone. I think everyone was too tired to talk, so we all lay down on any
spare clothes and bedding we could make out of our gear. I had a small
sleeping bag though, which was big enough to fit three of us on if I unzipped
it and laid it open like a blanket.
You probably think I had it easy driving all day, but I drove at least five times
the distance they walked, since I had to keep going back and forth. I didn’t
get a break, either. I only stopped to take a whiz and eat a sandwich now and
then. Personally, I’d have pressed on, but I realized it might take us weeks of
following the pipes before we got to where we wanted to be, so pushing
forward today would just leave us even more tired tomorrow. I tried not to
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think about what it would mean in terms of travel time if we didn’t find what
we wanted at the arrival station.
Our camp was under the tube conduit, by the foot of a support tower that
held them thirty feet above ground. It was kind of like camping under an
overpass along the highway or something. I felt very ‘hoboesque’ that night.
It was a true night too, since this Layer, alone among all the Layers, had a
true sun and moon. Well, they were probably simulated, but they still circled
the sky. I laid there imagining flat disks rotating the ceiling of this massive
world, and fell asleep with Jycelle on one side of me and Tira on the other.
Trevor snored lightly at our feet. His was probably the loneliest night among
the four of us, but I wasn’t going to push one of my ladies down there to keep
him warm.


I hate waking up in the middle of a long journey, knowing that there’s a long
day’s ride ahead of you, especially one with an unknown end. It’d be different
if I knew that the end of the trip was X miles away, but we had no idea
whatsoever how far we had to travel. The only thing offsetting that was how I
woke up, that being sandwiched between two attractive women. There are a
lot worse ways to start a day.
The sun was already rising and because there were no clouds or smog and
no atmosphere to bend or distort the light it gave off, the sky was just a
blending of the grey world ceiling, and the yellow-orange sun. It was enough
to tell that it really was just a suspended disk of light instead of a real sun –
not that I understood the mechanics behind it. I’m not a physicist.
We crowded around in a circle to eat breakfast after we’d all emptied our
bowels on the other side of the support tower. At first it was just four tired
people bitching about random aches and pains, and making unfounded
guesses about how far we had to go still. Eventually we started to talk about
other things.
“Are there any cities on this world?” Trevor asked Jycelle.
“I think so, but I can’t be certain.” She replied.
“They’re probably around the arrival station.” I commented. “That’s where
they’d sort people out, right?”
Trevor thought for a moment before nodding. “That makes sense, but if they
can build all this, I’m sure they can rig up a system that would allow them to
sort things out from a distance.”
“Yeah, except that everything here is quirky. They use manpower instead of
machines sometimes. I guess it’s just to be difficult and unpredictable. Maybe
they like the chance for human error in the system?” I wondered.
“I’m not any more interested in trudging along for another day than you guys
are, but shouldn’t we get started?” Tira asked.
Everyone reluctantly agreed and we loaded up. Through luck of the draw,
Tira ended up riding with me for the first leg of the journey. I peeled out,
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spitting up gravel as the rear wheel spun. I tell you, it’s cathartic to feel the
wind in your hair after a long night on the hard ground.
“You’re with her now, eh?” Tira asked after awhile.
I took a while to answer. She was doing that ‘press her cheek against my
back while we ride’ thing, and while I wasn’t adverse to that, it implied a
closeness that we didn’t really share. Ah well, women will be women.
“I’ve told you, I’m never really with anyone. I just do my thing and get a little
ass on the side. Then when I move to the next town, it usually ends. You’re
not cut out to be a drifter, so we couldn’t work.”
“You settled down back on Earth I thought.”
“Never for longer than a year, and even then I was frequently gone for
weeks on end.”
“So you’re done with me?” She asked as quietly as she could while still
being heard over the winds.
“I realize there’s not a lot of privacy with the four of us always around, but if
you want to stop under one of those towers and spend a little quality time
then I’m game. If you want me to be all lovey-dovey and make a family with
you and call you pet names like sugarplum, then I will not. If that’s what you
really want, then we’re done.”
“I see.”
“Good. It’s important that we’re on the same page. It saves a lot of
heartache later.”
She was quiet for the rest of that leg of the trip. I dropped her off and played
leapfrog again, leaving Trevor for last because he was less pleasant than a
woman whose robe would ride up around her pale but shapely thighs when
she sat behind me.
That’s pretty much how the next couple days went – painfully tedious.
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 A Better Way 

The Prime Layer was as barren as the surface of the moon, other than the
pipelines that is. For all that it resembled a desert with all the sand that was
spread about, there were no cacti or scorpions and camels. It was just empty
land. Something in me expected us to come across a verdant valley filled
with munchkins or something different, but it never came. It was probably the
other way. That’s all right, though. It probably saved some munchkin lives.
I guess we were in the middle of our fourth day of travel. At maybe seventy
or so miles per day, we weren’t getting anywhere fast. That’s a long way to
walk. Granted I was ferrying them back and forth for the lion’s share of that.
Going back and forth three times, once with each passenger, meant that I
was doing over four hundred miles of driving each day across uneven terrain.
None of us were really happy with our progress, but that’s about all we could
manage. There had been suggestions once or twice that I walk for a leg of
the journey too, but no one was going to be using my bike if I wasn’t there.
Hell, they were passengers, and they should feel lucky that they were
allowed to even do that.
I had been worrying about something since we started traveling like this,
and that was being attacked. Being strung out miles apart as we were meant
that the four of us were never in a single group, and we were often in two or
three. The only exceptions were when we paused for a midday meal and at
night. It was just a matter of time before the inhabitants or guardians of this
world found us, and find us they did. It wasn’t far off from midday, so Jycelle
and Tira were walking together a few miles ahead of us, while Trevor and I
were trying to catch up to them. Had we planned ahead, we’d never have put
the two least armed people together, with the two most armed a long way
behind them.
“Incoming transmission from Tira.” Magdalena reported dutifully.
“Patch it through.”
“Stiles? Trevor?” Tira’s shaky voice called over the Key Tool.
“Yeah, what’s up? Something wrong?”
“We’re under attack!” She shouted in a panicked fashion that indicated that
it was a serious attack and not just a bad hair day.
“Take cover, we’re coming as fast as we can.”
“Hurry, damn it! They’re well armed, and I can’t hold them off.” The signal
cut off with a series of angry shouts.
I revved the engine and sped dangerously across the uneven gravel. Trevor
clung on for dear life and wisely said nothing. He knew the need for urgency
outweighed the need for safe driving.
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We came upon Tira and Jycelle hiding as best they could behind one of the
support columns that held up the pipelines. A black vessel floating about
thirty feet off the ground was taking potshots at them with some sort of laser
weapons. Tira was returning fire to hold them at bay, but it was just a matter
of time before they tired of toying with her and went after the kill.
Unfortunately, I was driving, and they were out of accurate range for any of
my guns. I glanced back at Trevor, who was already readying one of his rifles
– the man was good for something.
I held the bike as steady as I could, but the gravel made it rough going.
Trevor’s first shot deafened my left ear, seeing how the gun was practically
resting on my shoulder. He missed hitting one of the four people we saw
standing up in the angular little vessel, but it was enough to get their
attention. They turned abruptly and jetted off toward us. A white plume of
exhaust billowed behind them as their jet ski shaped vessel plowed toward
us. I didn’t let up on the gas either. We were charging at each other like it
was a medieval joust.
Trevor reloaded and fired again while I drew out my Desert Eagle. One
body fell off the back of the vessel, buffeted on the way down as it was
caught in the jet stream of whatever was being used as propulsion. I smirked
as the body hit the ground and crumpled and unleashed a hail of bullets at
them. If I’d trusted the terrain, I’d have pulled both guns out, but I needed at
least one hand to steer.
The air sizzled as a reddish beam of light swept past us, burning across our
trail. I couldn’t tell for sure, but it looked, as we rushed toward each other,
that between Trevor and me we had hit another of the vessel’s passengers.
That didn’t stop them from shooting at us though, and I had to use both
hands for a moment to avoid getting a hole burned through both of us.
I’d emptied my clip, so I quickly stowed my Desert Eagle. Trevor had nearly
been dumped off the bike when I made that evasive maneuver just seconds
before, and the enemy vessel was nearly on top of us, so I decided we
needed to put some space between them and us.
“Hold on,” I warned him, cutting sharply to the right and under the pipe way.
Trevor grabbed me about the waist with his free arm, holding on with all his
might. We drove under the aqueduct-like set of tubes and made them give
chase. We pulled up just far enough past the trunk of the pipeline that they’d
have to come up into our sights if they crossed above or below the tubes to
take a shot at us.
Sure enough, they did, and Trevor was waiting. This is not to say I wasn’t
firing too, and with that powerful handgun of mine. From that distance, Trevor
was quite deadly. The two that were still left alive on the black vessel died
right when their vessel’s nose tilted earthward on their way back down to
their normal altitude of thirty feet after crossing over the pipeline. I’m pretty
sure one of the kills was mine, but the important thing was that they were
both dead.
The vessel slowed to a stop, and stopped almost directly above us,
hovering in place. I waited briefly to see if there was any movement, but
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there wasn’t. I grinned at Trevor and waved down at the girls. They were
three or four hundred yards down, hidden behind the support tower except
for their heads, which poked out to watch us.
They took their jolly time getting over to us, but that was fine, because we
still hadn’t figured out a way to get up to inspect the vessel. I was still
frowning up at the floating vessel with my arms crossed when Tira smacked
my arm.
“Took your fucking time.”
I shrugged. “They’re dead and you are not. I’d call that a successful rescue,
your highness.”
“Tell that to Jycelle’s leg.” Tira said, pointing at a long burn mark across the
redhead’s thigh.
Jycelle tried to bear it well, but I could tell she was in pain. The beam
weapons from the vessel had cut through her robe, melting the fabric to her
thigh. I sympathized, but I had better things to do.
“Trevor, doctor her up. I’m going to try to get into the ship.” I said.
Trevor didn’t look happy about being ordered around, but he helped Jycelle
because he’s a nice guy. Of course, me threatening him with the possibility
that I might run off with the girls and strand him here probably didn’t help.
Trevor sat Jycelle down on the bike while he went over her leg with the
medical upgrade on his Key Tool.
I grabbed Tira’s arm, hauling her over to where I wanted her to stand. “Can
you make a grappling hook with that thing?” I asked her, pointing at her Key
Tool.
“What’s a grappling hook?”
“Shit, haven’t you ever seen ninja movies?” She must be sheltered.
“Oh. Do you mean one of those hook thingies?” She asked, seeming to
realize my plan.
I nodded. “Yes, a hook thingy, that’s exactly right.”
“I could try.”
“Make it with thirty feet of rope too.”
She described what she wanted to Ori, her Key Tool, and gave it a go. It
took two tries to get a good one, since the first one wasn’t sturdy enough to
hold my weight. After I had what I wanted, I cast the hook up onto the ship. It
took five tries to get it up there and secured. I guess I’m rusty.
Because the end of the rope was still attached to her Key Tool, I had to
position her beneath where I was going to climb. Then I shed my jacket and
any unneeded weight, and by that I don’t mean my guns, because I knew
that one of those pricks could still be alive and waiting for me. I was
shimmying up the rope a moment later.
Army training or not, I was a lot bigger now than I had been before; I was
sweating like crazy by the time I was halfway up, and the muscles in my
arms were knotting with the strain by the time I finally grabbed a hold of the
plastic-like body of the vessel. I pulled myself up into the glorified flying
chariot, and lay there panting, but not before I made sure the bodies were
exactly that – bodies.
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Unfortunately, there weren’t any controls that I recognized, and I’d flown or
been in a couple dozen different types of vehicles. I searched the bodies,
found nothing, and pitched them overboard in a fit of frustration. It was worth
it just to hear Tira’s cussing and irritated mutterings below. I pitched the
grappling hook down to her afterward, and I assume she had the Key Tool
re-absorb it since it wasn’t needed anymore.
It wasn’t pretty, but I figured out the controls after some tinkering. They
were a pair of spheres that you put your hands on and spun different ways to
get the thrusters firing in the desired direction, and then there were a couple
pedals that did the brakes and throttle. Even if I had a basic understanding of
the controls, it was a rough landing, if the noisy flop I had the ship make
could even be counted as that. I scratched the hell out of the nose of the ship
as it crunched into the gravel. The crash threw me forward into the controls
and I was almost dumped out of the ship. I whacked the bejesus out of my
knee, too. My piloting skills left something to be desired.
Trevor was giving me a doubtful look from where he stood some thirty yards
way. “I hope you get better at piloting before we’re supposed to ride.”
“Yeah, eat me.” I said, flipping him off. “How’s Jycelle?”
“I can walk.” She said bravely.
“Well, you won’t have to now that we have this.”
“Thank god.” Tira breathed a sigh of relief. “My feet weren’t built for this kind
of punishment, and I’m even wearing sensible shoes.”
We were loaded up a few minutes later. We didn’t forget to scavenge the
bodies for anything useful, not that we found anything. All we found was a
couple coins and what looked to be identification cards. We kept those, but
not much else. All four bodies were left behind a support tower for the
pipeline. It was best not to leave evidence laying in too obvious of a place,
but we damn sure weren’t going to waste time to bury them.
My bike and the four of us started across the landscape, hovering at about
thirty feet as we went, give or take a few feet. It was shaky going at first,
lurching back and forth amidst complaints from my passengers about feeling
sick, but I got the hang of it after awhile. That meant no more foot sores for
us, and we made a hell of a lot better time. We must have covered a several
hundred miles that night, thousands perhaps.
In the morning, a mountainous structure loomed on the horizon.
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 Blocked 

I hadn’t seen something the size of what was before us since the Nexus.
Now that had just been a huge city, but this seemed to be a continuous,
conglomerated machine building. The structure ahead of us had the same
simple sort of utilitarian undecorated construction as everything else on this
planet, though it had more functions than the Layer’s departure station we’d
seen.
This seemed to be not only the sorting center for all the incoming citizens
and Roamers that this universe’s caretakers abducted from dozens of
worlds, but also a city for the workers of this world. I’m not sure how many
there were specifically, but skimmers and vessels larger than what we had
dotted the horizon around the structure like flies over a rotting carcass.
“This looks like it.” I murmured.
Jycelle, who stood beside me, nodded and stared ahead. “I agree.”
Trevor and Tira were quieter, both solemnly watching the city structure grow
closer. I didn’t blame them, seeing how we were probably going to have to
carve our way through more of Jycelle’s people when we got there. Those
four guys we’d dispatched to take this vessel had been of her race, so it
stood to be that at least the better part of the population of the city ahead
was also of her race.
“How are we going to approach them?” Jycelle asked worriedly.
I shrugged. “Directly, unless you have a better idea.” What can I say? I’m no
Napoleon. Tactics really aren’t my thing.
“I’m hesitant to blast our way into a city.” Trevor admitted.
I grinned and glanced at him. “Why? We’ve done it before.”
“This one looks to be ready for us, and you don’t have the ammo you used
to.” He replied.
“True enough. Still, I don’t see how we’ll learn much more from stealth than
the direct approach. In fact, they’re probably watching for people to try to
sneak in more than they’re watching for someone to just randomly stroll up
as if we belonged there.” I said, banking the vessel to the right to join a
stream of traffic. “Look nonchalant.”
“I wish we’d have kept their uniforms.” Tira muttered worriedly, putting on
the mask she’d gotten from Layer One.
“Wouldn’t have fit your big hips.” I remarked.
She glared at me. “You didn’t seem to mind my hips before.” This brought a
curious look from Jycelle. “How about you don’t worry about my hips and you
just try not to crash us, Stiles?”
I didn’t crash. I don’t drive like that.
As we closed in, the sheer size of the enclave became more apparent. It
had to be two miles square and over a thousand feet high, bristling with static
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electricity that must have been a byproduct of the machinery’s activities.
Then there were the thirteen pipelines running out from the base like the
spokes of the wheel I’d imagined. There was activity down there, but most
was higher up, where dozens of vessels were landing and taking off from the
landing pads that circled the entire structure on various levels giving it the
appearance of a strange and futuristic flower. Lights guided the ships in, and
various crews waited to receive most ships.
Trevor pointed out one pad that looked fairly deserted, and we broke free
from the traffic to land. I figured we’d have to land some time anyway to do
some footwork, otherwise we’d never find what we wanted. Part of me
thought we should circle overhead once to get a better look at the structure’s
layout, but we were just tempting fate the more we went among the local
traffic, so I just went down to land anyway.
A pair of landing pad mechanics or attendants came over to assist us in
disembarking or maybe to valet park our vessel as soon as we landed. They
gave me an open-mouthed stare as I stepped down off the rear of the vessel,
careful to avoid the still warm engines. I introduced them to my fists, and then
we pulled their unconscious forms into the vessel where we stripped them
and tied them up.
Their uniforms fit the two women, but not Trevor or me. I’m not ashamed to
say I took a gander at our lady friends while they switched into the dark
overall type uniforms. You’ve got to derive your entertainment from
somewhere.
We moved on when they were ready, and while I didn’t want to, I left my
bike behind. The building wasn’t so big that I couldn’t come back for it if
needed, and I had a feeling that riding a Harley through the corridors of the
city enclave would attract the wrong sort of attention. Go figure, eh? I know
when to be sneaky.
Trevor got a similar uniform off a slightly bigger guy a few minutes later, but
he was tough, so I had to use the butt of my pistol to club him into
unconsciousness. Sure, I could have taken my time and used my fists to put
him down, but speed was of the essence, and we didn’t need too much blood
on the uniform. Besides, if I had stood there and slugged it out with him in the
corridor, who knows who might have strolled by while I assaulted one of the
employees? I’ll admit I didn’t entirely look the part, but dark jeans and a dark
jacket don’t look that different from a dark jumpsuit that most of the laborers
around here wore
We continued deeper into the complex. People’s voices, machinery noises,
liquids sloshing through tubes in the wall, and every other noise that a citysized machine made all added up to make quite a cacophony. I was starting
to get a headache after only fifteen minutes. The place just wasn’t very
welcoming. Everything was grey and black, with yellow and red lighting. It
wasn’t much more appealing than a steel mill I’d worked in once. How these
people did it all the time, I don’t know.
As we met more people, we noticed that the grease monkeys and laborers
weren’t of Jycelle’s race. I guess they conscripted out for lesser folks for
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those sorts of jobs. We did see some of her kind though, and it was her idea
that she should lead the way even if she was nervous. It made it seem like
she was in charge, and with her features and race it was probably the best
way to go about what we were doing. When you look like you belong in a
place, it’s amazing how few people will question your actual right to be there.
Everyone was so busy going about their own business and rushing around
that they just walked by. The lesser peoples were afraid to even look at
someone else, lest they offend someone of much higher import than
themselves.
“Are we’re getting close?” Tira asked Jycelle.
“I’ve never been here. I’m just trying to follow the markings on the wall
toward the center of the complex.”
“You can read that?” I certainly couldn’t.
She nodded. “It’s my native tongue.”
“I guess I can only understand it when it’s spoken then.”
She nodded once more. “The Key Tools do it, translating everything you
say and hear into your own native language. They don’t allow you to read
unknown languages though, unless you have a Key Tool upgrade for it.”
“So do you hear us talking in our language and then it gets translated by the
Key Tool, or do you not hear anything of the translation?”
“It’s done in your mind. You just don’t realize it.” Jycelle replied.
“So I know all the local languages then?” Trevor asked, apparently paying
more attention to our conversation than I had thought.
“No. The mental fiber of the Key Tool affects the speech and auditory
centers of your brain. As soon as you remove the Key Tool, you won’t be
able to communicate with anyone you wouldn’t have normally been able to.”
She explained, adding, “Which is probably a very small percentage of people
in these worlds.”
We entered a long hallway that was entirely clear on the right side,
overlooking a smaller set of structures built inside the courtyard area of the
main superstructure. The entire structure was a square prism that tapered
slightly toward the top where dozens of smaller towers and antennas poked
up on the outside. The inside though, as we were learning, was hollow and
filled with more machinery and buildings. The buildings we saw through the
windows were likely where all the people of the city lived, or at least the
richer ones. Actually, it was hard to tell, because those could very well be the
working class’ homes, while the richer folks and people of Jycelle’s race lived
on the towers on the roof of the city enclave, or even honeycombed into the
walls of the outer shell. There certainly were enough doors and chambers in
the place.
Our luck held, and we weren’t challenged until we reached the ground floor
and tried to go through the self-closing set of thick double doors. They looked
more like a futuristic airlock than anything else. Two guys with body armor,
helmets with mirrored visors, and red streaks painted in no discernable
pattern across the entire ensemble barred our way. They each held forked
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staves about seven foot long each; reddish light crackled back and forth
across the tongs.
“Business?” The helmet muffled the voice.
“Routine maintenance.” Trevor said, keeping his eyes averted from the
guards.
“Where are your passes?” The second soldier asked, shifting impatiently.
“We seem to have misplaced them. I’ll go get them and return in a minute.”
Jycelle answered, backing away.
“I think I have mine right here.” I said, drawing the handgun Trevor had
modified for me and firing without warning.
The report echoed in the hallway as the gun jarred my arm all the way up to
the shoulder. The bullet tore straight through the first guard’s chest plate, and
exited through the back. I fired again before the second guard could poke
any of us with that wicked looking cattle prod of his. He twisted out of the way
though, and took the shot in the shoulder. He pressed some sort of button on
his shoulder before I could finish him off with a third arm-jarring blast. An
alarm klaxon started to go off. Lights dimmed to a blue-grey instead of the
clinical white they had been.
“Great, just great.” I muttered, glaring at the others. “Why didn’t you help?”
“Really fucking subtle, Stiles.” Tira was clearly irritated.
“I was going to find another way in.” Jycelle said apologetically, staring at
the bodies lying at my feet.
Trevor shrugged. “You were pretty quick, so I didn’t really have a chance to
help. You should have given me a better signal. I think it could have been
done without killing them though. I was still in the talking phase of
negotiation, but you jumped to the murdering phase.”
“Don’t you fucking know me yet? I shoot everyone. You even tell me so.”
And of course, the damn double doors wouldn’t open when the alarm was
going off.
Trevor made up for his previous ineptitude though – he jammed one of the
guards’ prods into an ID panel on the wall and twisted the heft of the weapon.
Red steam rose off the panel as the forks ate through the panel and into the
electrical parts behind it. Sparks shot out of the panel, and smoke started to
waft out as the double doors slid open.
“I thought that only worked in movies. Usually it would just melt the circuit
boards and jam the thing even worse.” Trevor said with a grin.
“Why’d you do it then?” I asked.
He shrugged. “Why not? We’re likely low on time here, and no one else was
doing anything.”
“If you’re done with the self-congratulation, can we keep moving? I think I
hear footsteps.” Tira said nervously.
I took the lead again, wishing we could shut the doors behind us, but they
were permanently open after Trevor’s hotwiring. Anything we could have
pushed shut, they’d have easily pried open anyway, so we broke into a run
and made for the courtyard areas.
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The grounds were well kept; I’ll give it that, even if the grass was bluer than
it should have been and it smelled like wax. Instead of the sterile corridors
with uneven lighting we’d just left behind, this part of the complex was almost
homey. Careful lanes that were laid out with trees and lamps that gave off
pale fluorescent light from small panels, divided rows of identical and
futuristic apartment style buildings. It all fit a sort of modern art deco motif,
the sort of thing I hated but rich people found attractive, so I supposed that
this was where the important people lived.
Not knowing what else to do, I started across the town toward the center of
it all. I could tell roughly where the center was by looking at the interior walls
of the superstructure that surrounded this city and gauging the middle of it all,
where the buildings seemed to ring an open square. From what I could tell, if
the outer walls made the enclave about two miles square, and the interior
walls left about a mile and a half square within for this city, with something
like a quarter mile of machinery and such on the periphery.
We saw some of Jycelle’s race wandering around and an occasional
member of another race I hadn’t seen before, though they looked to be a
similar species to Jycelle’s. I didn’t stick around to make an anthropological
comparison or any of that crap either, not with the mess of hornets I figured
we’d stirred up. Already I could hear pursuit closing in, as well as the sounds
of the citizens of this encapsulated city scattering when they saw whatever
was coming after us. That’s never encouraging.
The buildings got taller and more upscale as we got closer to the center of
the city. Maybe they were laid out in concentric squares. Again, pursuit was
what I was worrying about. Tira was lagging behind, and Trevor seemed to
be talking to himself.
“You want to play with their police force, or do you want to run?” I growled
at her.
She frowned and picked up the pace, biting back a reply, probably because
she knew I was right.
I slid to a halt a minute later and peered around the corner of a building. A
ring of vehicles quite like our own rig surrounded what I took to be the center
of the city. A six tiered monument with a dozen or more black pillars on each
Layer, and round disks of similar black stood in the center of the square. It
reminded me somewhat of Stonehenge, but not in a state of disrepair, and
with six levels instead of just one.
A soldier outside of the troop carriers pointed in our general direction, and
dozens of soldiers started pouring out of what turned out what I still thought
looked an awful lot like our rig. I cussed with every bit of skill I had in the art.
Fighting through an army was not what I’d signed up for.
“Any ideas, guys?” I asked, two guns drawn. “I’m not looking forward to
what looks to be Custer’s Last Stand here.”
“Maybe we could hide in one of the buildings?” Jycelle suggested.
“That will only buy us time and by then they’ll have every soldier on the
planet waiting for us out here.” Trevor said.
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“It’s better than nothing, at least to start.” I said, and shouldered my way
through the rotating door of the nearest building.
I located what was the equivalent of an elevator and punched a random
button after we were all inside. From there we started checking random room
doors in the hallway until we found one that we could bar with furniture
within. Even then it took a few more tries to find one that also didn’t have a
window that the soldiers could shoot through.
Panting and backed into a corner, the four of us waited for them to find us.

 249 

 In Roam 
 One Step Further 

Tira spoke first as we watched the door, waiting for it to be kicked in and
soldiers to come through. “Why didn’t they come after us? I’m sure they saw
us approaching.”
“I’d bet that they were sent to protect that monument, but they weren’t given
our descriptions. Had we pressed on to the monument, they’d have stopped
us. Since we did not, even if they saw us then they’ll assume that we are not
what they were supposed to stop.” I answered, still holding both my guns.
“Until they talk to the ones that were actually chasing us and they get their
information straight.” Trevor added.
I nodded. “Right.”
“How long do we have then?” Tira asked.
I shrugged. “Minutes or hours, who can say?” Then I turned to Trevor,
having questions of my own. “Why were their vehicles so much like the rig?”
Trevor regarded me with a level gaze from beneath his ever-present
brimmed hat. “What exactly are you accusing me of? Do you think I’m in
league with them? I most certainly am not.”
He certainly jumped on that conclusion of mine. “Then why were they just
like the rig?”
“I bought it from someone who claimed to have stolen it from Wardens.
Apparently he stole it from the guardians of the Prime Layer instead. I can
see how the mistake was made, seeing how they’re the same species.”
“That’s mighty convenient and pretty unlikely.”
“You don’t think they ever have deserters? Look at your new friend here.”
He waved his hand casually at Jycelle, who looked meek when attention was
drawn to her. “She ran away, so why not one of the defenders? Can you
imagine what stolen technology and knowledge from this world would buy
you out on the Layers?”
“Forgive me if I’m still doubtful.” I said dryly.
He shrugged. “That’s your right. If I were you, I’d rather worry about getting
out of here than the origins of my vehicle.”
Jycelle cleared her throat, and we all looked at her, making her look even
more nervous. “I wonder if these buildings connect under the ground.”
“Tunnels you mean?” I asked. It was an obvious answer that we’d not
thought of in our hurry to flee from a massive firefight.
She nodded. “There might be tunnels, right?”
“There may be service tunnels, but that wouldn’t get us into the monument I
don’t think.” Trevor replied.
“Unless the tunnels run to that too.” Jycelle said.
Trevor shook his head. “If they do, they’ll be guarded as well.”
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His argumentative and cynical responses to Jycelle’s questions bothered
me. She might not be the most brilliant person and she definitely wasn’t
experienced in combat, but there was something weird about how he kept
shooting down her ideas. I almost wondered if he knew her from somewhere
else, but that was stupid. It’s just that he wasn’t normally so rude. He was
acting strange.
“If it’s guarded, it’d be by fewer people than are currently above ground,
right? We can take on a half dozen, or even a dozen more easily than the
whole brigade out there above ground.” I said, standing.
“Why are we waiting here then?” Tira asked.
“I’m not.” I replied.
I moved the furniture we’d wedged up in front of the door by myself, and
peeked into the hallway. It was clear. Jycelle and Tira fell in behind me.
Trevor muttered to himself as he followed behind us all with his rifle ready to
go to work. We took a different route down to avoid any soldiers that might
be searching for us.
There were indeed, underground tunnels, which we accessed by the
elevator. They seemed to network the entire city together, all underground. It
was odd after seeing many cities with skywalks and floating taxis and crud. It
was a taste of home almost.
The tunnels were pretty dark, other than the sporadic fixture that gave just
enough light to get by. Pipes and wire conduit ran the entire length of each.
The mutant rats and evil trolls I expected to find crawling around must have
been out of town, so we lucked out for once.
“Are you sure we’re going the right way?” Tira asked dubiously.
“I have good direction sense. We turned left, and then right, so we need to
move back that way.” I pointed toward one of the walls.
There was a side passage ahead going the way I wanted, so I took it. We
traveled for twenty or thirty minutes before we found what we were looking
for. Yellow light swept down the passage, so I held my arm back to keep any
of my companions from stepping out into the open. From around the corner I
peered down the corridor to see if there were any guards. Just when I was
about to go ahead and start toward the light, I caught a glimpse of a guard
walking past the opening of the tunnel where it terminated into the chamber
beyond.
“Guards.” I whispered to Trevor.
“How many?”
I looked again before answering. “Hard to tell, no more than a half dozen it
seems.”
Trevor nodded. Tira was less accepting than him though. She winced and
said, “That many?”
“I’ve got three. You get two Trevor, and that leaves one for you, Tira.”
“What about me?” Jycelle asked.
“Stay out of the way, look pretty, and don’t die.” I told her. “We might still
need you.”
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I waited until a guard had passed, hoping I had the interval right, and ran
down the hall. Despite my size and the fact that I was running, I was quiet.
It’s an important thing to know how to do, run quietly. Trevor set up not too
far behind me, with a rifle in hand and a handgun ready as backup. As for
me, I actually had a knife out for once. If I could kill this guy without shooting
and bringing the entire brigade on the streets above down to us, I was going
to do it.
From where I was, I could see that there were only five visible guards, not
six, that circled a spiral staircase that went up to the ground level as well as
further below ground. That meant I didn’t need to depend on Tira’s aid. I
flashed five fingers at Trevor, who nodded and took aim at one circling
around the perimeter on the opposite side of the chamber.
A guard stepped past the entryway and I slipped out, sneaking the tip of my
bowie knife into a gap in the armor at the side of the neck. I clapped my hand
over his mouth to muffle any cries, and ran an arm around his waist to stop
him from hitting the ground. I quickly dragged him back into the passageway,
where I laid him on his side. Tira knelt behind the body for cover while she
aimed her Key Tool into the chamber, presumably at another of the sentries,
but one can never tell with a woman. I wasn’t on her list of favorite people
lately.
I snuck forward again, just in time for the second guard, who seemed to
think something was amiss, to come by. I gave him a new breathing hole
through that same gap in their armor that I’d used to kill the first one. This
guy struggled more though, and his forked spear fell to the floor with a noisy
clatter. The others called out and rushed down to see what was happening
when he didn’t answer. I guess their helmets don’t impede their hearing.
Trevor dropped one with an immediate headshot, but the other two got a bit
closer, so I switched from a knife to firearms. Tira’s Key Tool beam weapon
went wide, but I clipped the fourth one. Trevor got the fifth one as he
discharged a reddish-purple blast of energy from his spear at me. It surprised
me that those spears could actually be used to fire projectiles. As I turned to
run away and tell that very interesting bit of news to Tira and Trevor, I felt an
intense stab of pain in my lower back, right above the left kidney.
My knees gave out, and I felt pain travel through my nerves all the way up
to my jaws, which clenched shut as all of my muscles seized up at once.
Gasping, I dropped to my knees. I heard more weapons go off, but I couldn’t
turn my neck to see who had shot whom. It was a full thirty seconds more
before I could move and all of my muscles felt like overcooked spaghetti.
“You alright?” Tira asked, tapping my shoulder.
I turned my head slowly as I regained my feet. “No, but I’ll live. Get em all?”
“Yeah, I got one. The sixth.”
“Good.” I said quietly, rubbing my back and trying not to think too much
about how I had misjudged the situation and miscounted guards to boot.
“Let’s move then.”
I shuffled toward the stairwell, which had twelve pillars that ran from the
floor to the ceiling above us. They were designed in the same fashion as the
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pillars on the six-tiered monument above, so this was essentially an
underground seventh tier of that monument above.
When I stepped onto the staircase, there were shouts from the tiers above. I
didn’t need to spare a glance up to know that we were spotted.
“Hurry!” I shouted and ran, legs willing or not.
I’d barely made it to the end of that flight of stairs before I felt the shift of a
portal jump, even though there were a dozen or more levels of stairs still
beneath us that I could see. The unexpected shift caused me to stumble, and
I literally fell into the next world.
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 Backstab 

I laid on the ground, aware of my companions around me, particularly Tira,
who had fallen on me in a most delicious fashion. She mumbled apologies,
removed her face from my groin area, something I didn’t urge her to do
quickly, and she stood up. I climbed to my feet then and helped Jycelle get
up.
Trevor glanced around, and I followed his lead since I was curious as well.
From what I could tell, we were in some sort of cave, though its ceiling lifted
much higher above our heads than it should have if we were still in the same
enclave within the Prime Layer. No, we’d definitely gone somewhere else.
There was a pathway before us that glowed with a pale luminescence. It
was made of bricks of purest white with inscribing of gold and silver in writing
I didn’t understand. “Know what the bricks say?” I asked Jycelle.
She shook her head. “I’ve never seen it before, but it may be the language
of the Makers.”
I wasn’t impressed with the kindergarten scribbles, so I looked around some
more. Red, blue, and purple flowers of every imaginable shade grew in soil
patches on the cavern floor, each a sight in itself. Small birds and insects
fluttered around them, giving the air a slight buzzing noise. Like small oases,
larger shrubs and trees surrounded bubbling springs that collected in
crevices and craters in floor. The plinking of water falling from the ceiling into
some of the puddles echoed loudly in the chamber, reminding me of a
bathtub faucet dripping into a full tub.
“I don’t see any leprechauns, so let’s just follow the road, eh?” I suggested.
There weren’t any objections, so I did just that. It seemed the best thing to
do anyway, since the brick road actually started right where we arrived,
terminating in a circular turnaround, suggesting that it was the way to go.
We walked for about a mile, and while the women admired shivering
mushrooms the size of small sheds, more colorful flora, and occasional birds,
squirrels or whatnot, I kept my head facing forward. The ceiling overhead
rose to a few hundred feet, and would have been out of our sight if the
stalactites hanging down had not glowed to give the cave what ambient light
it did have. Eventually things opened up more, and there was a building
ahead, or what was left of a building would more exact.
The crumbled and ivy-covered structure might have once looked like a
cross between a mosque and a European castle had it not been for all the
overuse of triangular prisms in the architecture. A stone bridge with
whitewood planks led up to the front gate, which was also in a state of
disrepair.
“Looks deserted.” I commented.
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Trevor brushed by then. I almost said something, but if he wanted to run
into possible danger first, that was his prerogative. Sometimes it’s nice to
have a piece of meat between you and the enemy. They can take the first
few shots, you know?
“What is this place?” I asked Jycelle.
She shook her head. “I don’t know.”
“Why not? I thought you knew about this stuff?”
“I’ve never heard of there being another world here like this. I don’t even
know where we are.”
I frowned and glanced at my Key Tool. It showed no portals. “Magdalena,
where are we?”
“Unknown.”
“How can we be somewhere unknown? Is this the basement for the Prime
Layer?”
“Unknown.” She repeated.
Jycelle gave me a worried look. I noticed then that Tira had gone ahead
with Trevor, so I hurried to catch up. They were both already inside. I was
going to stumble through the dark, but Jycelle did something. She rattled off
a quick number of words that I didn’t understand and a light sprang to life
around us.
“What did you say?” I asked.
“I told my Key Tool to make a light and told it how big and how bright I
wanted it.”
“Nice.”
With her light, we waded through the hallways that were more often than
not littered with chunks of rock crumbled off from the ceilings and walls, if not
full blocks that had fallen and left dark gaps in the passage that vanished
briefly when our light passed by. Most of the gaps were filled with spider
webs or little beady-eyed creatures that I won’t even bother to describe as
anything other than insect-like. If anything bigger had shown up, I’d have
shot it, but the local wildlife was staying hidden. Regardless, my guns were
ready.
Thankfully, the castle structure wasn’t terribly large. The few main passages
all converged on a circular throne room with a domed ceiling where two
people sat quietly oblivious to Trevor, who had his weapon raised as if to
shoot them. I was about to ask what was going on when Trevor turned and
aimed his weapon at me instead. Jycelle just stood there looking
dumbfounded.
I sighed and muttered, “Son of a bitch.”


“We have a lot to thank you for, Stiles. We really couldn’t have made it here
without you.” Trevor said with an uncharacteristically maniacal grin.
“Oh? Then you know where we are, taco boy?” I asked, ignoring the
questioning gaze Jycelle gave me. She was obviously curious as to why my
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supposed friends now wanted to shoot me and why I was ready to shoot
them to make things all nice and even.
“Of course. We’re in the Maker’s Cave. All life native to these worlds started
here, and was supplemented by samplings from the dozens of worlds this
universe rapes.”
“So why turn on me if I helped you? We’ve finally made it, and we can get
all our answers now.” Never mind the fact that he already seemed to have a
lot of answers he hadn’t bothered to share before.
“Because there can only be two left here. As you’ve no doubt noticed, there
is a king and queen here, or Adam and Eve if you will. I can’t have you and
your latest conquest screwing things up now, and there’s two too many
people for our needs.” Trevor explained.
“Alright. I’ll believe that.” I replied, itching to start shooting. I could always kill
them later, but I needed some answers first. Then the pretty boy and I could
start putting holes in each other. “How long have you been using me then?”
“Since the beginning.” Tira answered with a smile, trailing a hand
affectionately across Trevor’s shoulder. “Did you really think I was an
innocent little girl who wandered into that world and needed rescuing?”
I shook my head. “I never thought you were innocent. You’re a whore. I
know that.”
She laughed. “Cute. You always were the smart-mouthed jackass. But
despite all that pride and swagger, it was easy to manipulate you with just a
little affection here and there. You bled and nearly died for us so many
times.”
“I’m a masochist, what can I say? I used you too I guess. I just wanted
answers, and you guys seemed like you wanted them too, so I put up with a
halfway decent lay now and then, and Trevor’s piss-poor personality just to
get my answers.”
Her smile faded after the ‘halfway decent lay’ comment. “Kill him, Trevor.”
“Hey, hey, did I strike a nerve?” I grinned. “Really, I need to know why you
needed me. Tell me that at least.”
“Because only someone who has recently arrived can get here. We’ve both
been here too long.” Tira answered. “You have a time limit when you arrive.
After that you’re stuck here unless you can get someone to escort you here,
like you did for us. Plus, a contact we had in the inner Layers, who knows
you from your old life, knew you’d arrived and mentioned you might be
useful. He said you were a survivor who got things done. We needed
someone like that.”
I didn’t know who might have spoke of me, and I didn’t have time to think
about it. I thought they might shoot me right then, so I was getting ready to
crack off a few shots of my own before they riddled me with lead. Trevor was
a good shot, but so was I. I seriously thought we’d both take each other out.
He surprised me when he kept talking, postponing our death match.
“You never had a clue, did you?” He asked smugly.
“Well, I never trusted you completely, but like I said, I was thinking we’d get
answers together, and I always hoped our paths would cross with Kameko

 258 

 In Roam 
again cause I really wanted to nail her. That’s a great set of legs on that girl.”
I whistled.
It was his turn to laugh. “She’s not far off, you know?”
I arched a curious eyebrow. “How so?”
“She’s leading a force against the city above.”
“Huh?”
“When we split up, she went to round up some of our allies. We’ve got a
hundred and seventy roamers, all flying and driving the best things this
universe can offer.”
“Is that going to be enough? There are a lot of soldiers here.”
“Trust me, it’s enough. The Roamin Empire has vast resources.”
“That’s the dumbest name I’ve ever heard.”
Trevor grunted. “I didn’t choose the name, but you saw how easy it was for
us sometimes. Kameko’s group cleared much of the way for us, when they
could.”
“Not back in the Nexus or the Prison World.”
“No, shit happens sometimes, but we had you to get us out of those
situations.”
“Or Layer Thirteen.” I added, pointing out the weak points in his campaign
so far.
“It was arranged so that we could pass unhindered, but you nearly ruined it
when you attacked the Osirde Horde. You don’t know how angry that made
them. We had to agree to do away with you, not that we weren’t going to
anyway, just to make it up to them.”
“Sounds like everybody wins.” I said with mock cheer.
“We just never knew how to get into the Prime Layer with all that. Then you
showed us the way after you slept with your latest whore here and gained
her confidence. Who’d have thought your ‘charm’ would have gotten us in
here. That opened to door for all of us. Just two days ago Kameko and her
force butchered the whole temple city, Sevotlan, on that last world we were
in. As you initially guessed, they used that first island as a rallying point. Now
the entrance to the Prime Layer is wide open.”
Jycelle gave a startled gasp from behind me. Even if she wanted out of her
faction, she hadn’t wanted to see them all get slaughtered for nothing.
“They’re assaulting the city now, and your bloodthirsty antics drew half the
defenses in to protect the entrance from you. It might be a long battle, but it’s
one they can’t win.”
He certainly sounded sure of himself. I shrugged though, and tried to learn
a little more. “So what’s the plan, Trevor? Are you going to live in this dump?”
I gave a cursory look around. “It’s not what you’re used to.”
“Idiot. If I’m the God of these worlds, I can go where I want, and reshape the
worlds in any image I want.”
“We want.” Tira chimed in, not to be forgotten.
“And these current gods are just going to let you shoot them and take their
power?” I nodded toward the two people on the thrones that I’d still not had a
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good look at. “Even if they do, how can you be sure it’ll work as you’ve
planned?”
“You don’t kill a Warden and not know how things work around here.”
Trevor said triumphantly.
“You? On Layer Ten?” I was honestly surprised this time, and not just half
surprised like when he pulled his gun on me.
“Who else?” He laughed then, and again I almost shot him. “I got the rig
from someone who worked here, and we tortured every detail out of him and
a dozen others from that many worlds. Believe me, we know how things work
here. We got it all from the horse’s mouth.”
“So shoot the gods then and take your post.” I suggested. “I don’t think
they’ll let you.”
He glanced at them out of the corner of his eyes. I did the same, curious as
I was since I hadn’t given them a good look.
The woman, she was womanhood embodied. I got a hard-on just looking at
her. Her figure was everything every pinup had ever tried to be and more.
Every graceful angle and curve was godly, and rightfully so. At first I didn’t
even think she was wearing anything, but then I looked closer and saw that
what she wore was so thin and lustrous that it matched her golden skin
perfectly; it allowed the shadows under her breasts and the darker flesh of
her nipples to show through faintly. Her dark hair was swept up in an
elaborate braid that would have made any hairdresser proud; it
complemented her face with its arched eyebrows, gorgeous eyes, and sultry
lips. Poking up from behind her was a five-pointed headdress of sorts, each
point decorated with jewels. At her wrists and neck a feathered cape of ivory
brushed her delicate skin.
The man was masculine beyond any doubt, yet pretty at the same time. It
was a timeless beauty, effeminate yet strong. His hair tumbled down to the
middle of his chest, golden strands interspersed with sable. Eyes of crystal
blue stared out of from among his chiseled cheekbones, brow, and nose. An
easy smile rested on his lips, and a thin beard, almost like that of an ancient
Greek, graced his jawline. He wore a white robe trimmed with silver thread
and a crow of peacock features and silver twine rested on his brow.
I grinned. “Yeah, they’re not going to lay down and die for you. You’re just
not pretty enough to replace them, Trevor.”
He rolled his eyes. “They’ll sit there and die. They’re waiting for release
from this never-ending hell.”
“If you say so.”
“Shoot him already, or I’ll kill him myself.” Tira ordered Trevor.
“Who’s in charge here, you or her?” I asked. “Tira, he won’t listen to you.
You don’t count for shit. Kameko is going to be his queen, not you. You’ll be
another body on the ground here when he’s done.”
“Shut up.” They both said simultaneously.
Both of their eyes spoke of dual murders – Trevor of mine and Tira’s while
Tira’s spoke of Kameko’s and mine. Either way they both wanted me dead
and the talking was over.
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He and I both pulled our triggers at once. Neither went off. I stopped biting
my lip a moment later, noticing that I’d been bracing for the impact of a slug.
He hurriedly tried another gun, as did I. Neither of them worked either. Tira
lowered her arm, and I pushed Jycelle behind me, yet when she ordered her
Key Tool to burn a hole in me, it wouldn’t.
“What the fuck?” She screamed.
“You won’t be able to kill each other with your technology here. None of it
works, not to kill.” The King said, his voice melodious and beautiful.
“Fine by me.” I said, drawing my bowie knife and advancing on Trevor and
Tira.
Jycelle knew enough to stay back. Trevor had his own knife, something
he’d hidden in his sleeve; it looked flexible and it was about as long as his
forearm, but no less deadly than mine I thought. Tira made like she was
going after Jycelle, so I stepped her way, and made a feint at her with my
knife. She gave way, so I closed in on Trevor.
Trevor took a quick sweep at me with the knife, and I nearly lost my head.
His damn knife stretched out when he swung it, becoming three feet long
instead of a foot. I felt my scalp part before his razor-sharp blade and cursed.
My own counterattack was just to press him into backing off so he could not
pursue his advantage. We traded a number of swipes then, but none of mine
seemed to find his flesh. I on the other hand, was bleeding in no less than a
dozen places. The wound on my scalp, and one on my shoulder were the
worst. The scalp wound was trying quite plainly to drip blood in my eyes and
blind me.
I heard footsteps coming at me from the side, so I ducked another of
Trevor’s nasty knife slices and moved to his side. I was too busy seeing who
it was, and it was Tira of course, and I took a deep cut across my right
forearm. She grinned and then took off after Jycelle, who ran back the way
we’d come. Gritting my teeth, I switch my knife back and forth in my hands to
try to throw Trevor off his guard. I’d have to deal with him first, and then go
get Tira. Trevor was good and wasn’t going to be fooled by such a simple
trick. I only managed to score a shallow cut across his cheek, which also
knocked his precious hat off.
“You’re going to have to do better than that, Stiles. I’ve seen you fight many
times by now, and I know your moves.”
Generally when someone says that kind of crap, they’re just trying to get
under your skin, but he really did seem to know me. I began to wonder if he’d
been holding back during our previous fights, but then I realized that he’d
never used this extending knife trick before, so if I could get rid of that, even
at the cost of my own knife, I could probably take him apart with my fists. He
wasn’t making it easy, though.
“Warning: multiple lacerations and blood loss detected. Injecting
coagulants.” Magdalena said, but I was too busy to pay attention, even when
there was a prick and a hiss from the injection.
He taunted me a few more times, cutting me again and again. I played like I
was slowing down from blood loss, and it was hard to let him cut me,
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because that knife hurt like mad and he was enjoying himself too much. He
was confident, and I hoped to make him overconfident.
I stumbled once to make it look like I was about ready to fall, and I took a
cut across the back of my elbow. He laughed and danced back as I swung
back at him with my own knife half-heartedly.
“I’m done playing with you now.” He announced and went after my throat.
It was a dumbass move to call his shot. I twisted sideways and practically
had to lie back on the ground to avoid that swipe. At the same time, I winged
my knife at him. It pierced his arm between the two bones of his upper arm,
right above the wrist. While I was tumbling back and rolling to my feet, having
tilted too far back to maintain my balance, the nerves went dead in his hand
and his knife dropped to the ground.
I grinned at the slack-jawed look of awe on his face and pounced. My first
punch sent him reeling, and he tripped over a brick on the uneven floor. He
tried to push himself up with his one good hand, so I delivered a kick to his
chin that crunched sickeningly, shattering his jaw. His head snapped back
and teeth clattered to the floor around him.
Not being one to torture my quarry when there is lots of more important stuff
going on, I quickly stomped on his larynx. His eyes bulged and his broken
jaw flapped uselessly as he clung to my boot with his good hand. It was too
late though, his windpipe was crushed, and he would die. When his other
arm came up, I pulled my knife out of it, and jabbed it into his chest, sliding it
right between his ribs into his heart. He convulsed for a moment, and then
laid still.
“Bye, Trevor, it’s been wonderful. Say hi to Mr. Eggplant for me.” I spat on
him, and reclaimed my knife.
Feeling quite a bit worse for the wear, I ran back the way we came to kill
Tira with the same knife that had just ended Trevor. Out of the corner of my
eye I saw that the God and Goddess were both expressionless. I took a deep
breath and bellowed in anger as I ran down the hall – my call echoed before
me to let Tira know I was coming.
I found them near one of the entrances. Tira had managed to batter and
subdue Jycelle, and she held a knife of her own at the priestess’ throat.
Jycelle looked to me for help. She had a pleading expression on her face and
tears were running down her cheek.
“Don’t come any closer or I’ll kill her.” Tira warned me.
“Well then she can’t be Goddess with me.” I joked.
“Trevor is gone, so if I kill her, we can share the power. You don’t have to
die.” Tira replied, as if she was making a magnanimous gesture here.
I shrugged. “I don’t know, I might just kill both of you and that god guy,
cause his wife is smoking hot. That’s the kind of woman I might not ever get
tired of. She might be a little sheltered and boring after living here, but that
body. Whew.”
“It’s not time for your jokes now, Stiles.” Tira yelled angrily, digging her knife
into Jycelle’s throat until a bead of red blossomed at the tip. “I will kill her,
and I know you don’t want to see that despite your acting.”
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“Then you don’t know me. How many times did I tell you that you were just
a piece of ass? What makes you think that in a week this woman here means
more to me than you ever did?”
“You’re lying. I know you.” She said, searching my eyes for a sign that she
was right.
Tira hesitated then and I threw my knife. I caught her between the eyes.
She shuddered and fell back. Her knife scraped along Jycelle’s throat as she
fell, parting some skin. I could tell it wasn’t lethal, but Jycelle dropped to her
knees and reflexively clapped her hand over her neck as if to keep in her
own lifeblood.
I stepped over, bleeding from twenty cuts or more, and pulled her to her
feet. “You’ll live. It’s not deep.”
She sobbed and clamped her arms around my chest, holding on tight. I
sighed and waited for her fit to pass. I’m not entirely a bad guy, and besides,
I was tired from my fight and the blood loss. It felt good to just stand there,
and she smelled good, too. That always helps.
“What happens now?” She asked me after a few tearful minutes.
“We get the couple in the other room to give us some answers and then
send us out of here.”
“You’re not going to kill them?”
“Not unless they come after me or piss me off. I think their job sucks, and I
don’t want it.”
She nodded, and let me go. Then she wiped her nose with the back of her
wrist and summoned her courage. “Let’s go then.”
We did, but not until I’d taken that Key Tool installer deal off of Tira and
removed both her and Trevor’s upgrades and slapped them on Maggie,
making her coo like a well-rogered lady. They would come in handy, and I
had a feeling everything this universe wasn’t finished with me just yet.
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 Makers 

We went back to stand before the God and Goddess of this universe. They
had the same expressionless looks on their faces as they had worn before,
as if people come by and threaten to kill them on an hourly basis. It all kind of
bothered me, seeing how I had just saved their Omnipotent Asses.
“I don’t want to kill either of you. Let me put that out there right now, but I do
need some compensation.” I said. “I just got myself cut up for you two, and
that doesn’t happen without some payback.”
“What do you ask of us?” The Goddess asked.
My heart found its way to my throat, and my pulse quickened just from
hearing her voice. “I want my bike brought here, I want these clothes totally
repaired like they were new, I want more ammo for my guns, and I want
healing for myself and my lady friend here.”
The God smirked. “Anything else?”
I thought about it for a moment. Here were the supposed creators of this
universe, powerful beings by any measure. What other than my basic needs
would I want? “Is there a way home? A portal back to Earth.”
“Yes, there is a way. It is not a portal though. Where you arrived is a oneway entrance. To be sent back you need only ask either of us personally.”
“Hrm.” I muttered, thinking. At least it wasn’t as simple as clicking my heels
together three times.
Jycelle stood quietly beside me, holding my arm still, so she’d feel secure. It
was a nice feeling, but nothing worth staying here for. I’d had dozens of
women, and if many weren’t as pretty as she was, well what did that really
matter? Would I give up my old life, my friends back in Chicago, and
everything else I had just for a pretty face?
“Wait. Isn’t there a battle being fought in the Prime Layer?” I asked.
The God took charge to field this one. “That is being handled.”
“How?”
“There is a reason the Prime Layer has never been taken. In many of your
years, many millennia actually, there have been dozens of attempts. They
have all failed.”
“So they never had a chance?”
“Not really. There are ways, but they would have had to use weapons
strong enough to destroy much of the machinery on the Prime Layer, and
they always wish to capture it.”
“I see.” I had visions of nukes exploding up there to end the abduction of
people into these worlds, but that dissatisfied me somehow. It seems that at
some point I’d actually grown to like being shot at, exploring new worlds, and
kicking ass across worlds. “May I return here some day and be sent home?”
He frowned. “You do not want to go home now?”
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I grinned. “No. I have some scores to settle still. I don’t leave until the bill is
taken care of, if you know what I mean.”
“You may return at any time.” The Goddess replied.
“Good. I’m going to require full access to all portals then. That means no
more hidden portals for me. I also want to be able to return here when I need
to, without all this roaming around and hitting twenty worlds crap next time.”
The God nodded. “I find both requests to be acceptable.”
“Can I sleep with your wife?” I asked him.
Jycelle looked at me with wide eyes, clutching my arm as if afraid that we
were going to be struck dead for my insolence. Both the God and the
Goddess laughed, and it was one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever
heard. It might not have beat a couple good tunes I had in my CD player
back in my travel pouch on my bike, but it was a good sound for certain.
“Perhaps.” The Goddess said, smiling. “I have not had a child in a long time.
If we decide to have another, we may ask your aid.”
“He’s shooting blanks, eh?” I shook my head wistfully.
“He’s my mother’s son actually. Even among our kind, who love freely and
without matrimony, that is a forbidden breeding situation.”
“Excellent. I have no competition.” I glanced at Jycelle, who still looked
terrified. “How about those rewards now?”
We were bathed in dazzling lights of many colors then, and my skin tingled
all over. I looked to the side to see that Jycelle was in a similar predicament. I
watched my skin close and saw my body come clean of its coat of grime,
sweat, and blood. The fabric of my clothes closed and mended where it had
been cut and torn. Then the light faded slowly, and I noticed that my bike was
sitting beside me, all cleaned up like it was brand new. An ammo box sat on
the seat, waiting for me. It was full when I checked. I smiled and nodded
approval to our hosts.
“And you, priestess? What would you wish of us?” The Goddess asked.
“I want only to be free of my obligations, and not be persecuted by my kind.
Let them know one way or another that I am no longer one of their kind who
can be expected to follow their rules. Then I want to follow this man if he will
have me, for as long as he will have me.” Jycelle responded.
That was fine with me. I just wasn’t going to promise that it would be very
long that I’d stick around. But if she was going to go with me, I couldn’t have
her frolicking around these worlds in a frumpy robe. I piped up then,
describing an outfit I wanted to see on her. It was slutty, but still wearable in
public. She definitely wasn’t going to get mistaken for a priestess. They
obliged me like a wayward son then, giving her what I had described since
she didn’t have any arguments with that. When they were done, I whistled in
appreciation. Good-looking women always look better in vinyl.
“Where shall we send you then? There are no portals here to leave by.” The
King
asked.
I thought for a moment before answering. “How about back by the rig, the
vehicle that is, that my companions and I entered Layer One in? Do you
know what I’m talking about?”
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“I do.”
“Send us there then.”
“Be well then. Go with our blessings.” The Goddess said.
“Wait!” I called out, and it was nearly too late.
“Yes?” She asked.
“The Beast that follows me. Where is it?”
“It will find you, wherever you go.” She replied.
“What do you mean? Just tell me what world it’s on.”
“It’s not like that. It’s part of you, you see.”
That made no freaking sense. “Come again?”
The King took over, answering with a powerfully resonating voice. “It’s
something stolen from you. There exist in the barriers creatures that even we
cannot control. They prey on strong feelings, taking them and creating
creatures that will ultimately hunt down and destroy the one they were
created from.”
“Are you saying I can’t win?”
“I’m saying that to win you must defeat yourself and that within yourself to
destroy the creature.”
“I’m not sure I entirely understand.”
“Your brother’s murderer is the key to it all, Stiles.”
“What? How do you know about that?” Someone had a big mouth, and it
sure as shit wasn’t me. Who the hell knew my story?
“Because he’s here on one of these worlds.”
“Send me to him. Now!” I demanded, my senses straining to understand all
of what I’d been told.
“We can’t.”
“You fucking will!” I hissed at them, pointing my knife at them.
“It is beyond our abilities to explain or accomplish. We apologize. Know that
he will come to you. Soon enough it will be at an end.”
“No. It needs to end now.” I was going to say more, but we were enveloped
with a haze, and I felt the stirrings of a portal jump. I howled in helpless fury,
angry that things couldn’t just go the way I wanted.
We appeared back in that alley in SubPrime Four, where the rig waited for
us. Gone was the battle with the Roamin Empire, but the scars of their
passage were plain on this city, which lay mostly in ruin. I cared not for these
people, even if Jycelle looked around in horror. Gone were Tira and Trevor
who had played me false. Gone was my peace of mind.
I had some of the answers I’d needed, but more questions had arisen to
take the place of the old ones. On top of that, I had the worst piece of news
I’d heard in almost twenty years, and it shook me to my core.
I dropped to my knees, touched my forehead to the ground, and began to
sob. Jycelle’s hand touched my shoulder to comfort me. I shrugged it off
angrily. My brother’s killer, and he was somewhere in these worlds. I would
search them all and hunt that bastard down. I’d always known that it hadn’t
been suicide. It’d been a lie, and I would have my vengeance. I would end
that fucker with my own bare hands.
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We loaded onto the rig after I got myself back under control. I’d unlocked it
with the key I’d taken off of Trevor while robbing him of his Key Tool
upgrades. We started roaming again then, trying to find a good place to
make a stand when the beast and my brother’s killer came for me.
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 Captive Audience IV 

“Life throws a lot of curves, and a lot of women at me. I had thought that
maybe the Jycelle had all the curves I need, as well as being one of the
better women I’ve known. She’s not a Tira, but I’m not sure she’s that far off.
I can’t trust her, because of the ties she seems to have to my brother’s killer,
or at least to my enemies.”
“Yeah, you were supposed to explain that last bit. It’s still completely
unclear.” Jycelle announced irately.
I shot her a look and continued. I was almost finished, and she had to go
and interrupt me again. “It’s funny. I had thought to give Tira a letter
explaining the demon tattoo on my back just before I sent her home to Earth.
I guess that means part of me always knew I wasn’t going home right then.
Now Tira is dead and the secret remains mine alone.”
“You’re going to share it?”
“It’s the tattoo of my brother’s killer from a dream I had that told me how he
died. Now I think there’s another demon roaming out there whose face would
be more fitting for me to wear. My brother’s true killer will appear soon, and
that barrier beast still lurks out there, too. I’m sure the beast will come for me
soon. We’ll finish what we started, and I’m sure he’ll look good stuffed and
mounted for display at whatever residence I decide to take up on one of
these crazy worlds.
My companions, comrades, whatever you want to call them, it was all a lie.
Now they’re dead for their lies. Only my enemies remain.
Still, there were good times. I remember Rebecca, the kind doctor from
Suburbia who gave me my new arm. It’s all normal flesh tone now and most
of the hair has grown back, though part of that is due to the God and
Goddess of the Cave of Makers. I want to see Ryella again, even if it’s just to
butt heads one more time. She was a strong woman, and still worth bedding.
Matriarchies make some interesting females. There were other good times
too, and many of them included Tira. She had her moments, even if she was
a conniving bitch.
I’ve learned a lot and refined my survival skills in the last few months, but at
what price? I think I’ve lost the ability to trust, and I’ve made more enemies in
the process.”
“Ahem.”
“Kameko may still be at large, and there are a dozen more people who
would like to see me dead on as many worlds. That number is sure to
increase as I continue to roam about. Fuck em though, right? I’ll make them
eat some hot lead. I can always use some target practice. Trevor was like
that, useful at times, but just another corpse at the end of the day.
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I’m going to avoid Layer Thirteen at all costs, and probably the Prime Layer
and Layer One too. They’re all played out for me. I’m done with them.
There’s a lot more out there to see, and when I’m done, and after I’ve killed
everyone I need to kill, and seen everything I need to see, maybe then I’ll go
back to Chicago…”
I trailed off, wondering what to say next. My story was pretty much
complete. The two worlds we’d crossed since we’d left Layer One had been
only a little bit more than nothing – Unmentionable. Then we came here, to
location oh-eight by four-three, designated as Interchange.
This place was nothing terribly special, except for the vast number of portals
it had. Roamers – probably part of Kameko’s Roamin Empire – ran the place,
and they had made it sort of a transfer point for every imaginable kind of
cargo. Miles of cargo containers stretched out in every direction from the
central train station, where materials would be taken to the any one of the
portals for transfer into that world.
“That almost puts us up to present.” Jycelle announced, interrupting my
narrative once more.
“Yeah. I suppose you know the rest, since you were there. We did little
between then and coming here.”
“I might know the events, but not your mind. If I ever thought I understood
your mind, I was terribly wrong.” She said mournfully, almost making me
believe her innocence. “Can you explain how I betrayed you now? I want to
know that at least.”
“Jycelle, the Makers told me that my brother’s killer would appear. Trevor
said that someone that someone knew I had arrived and had contacted him.
There was some contact that knew of my history and of me. He put Trevor in
contact with me, and then set all this stuff into motion. It had to have been
you.”
“What?”
“Yes, it was you. You were involved with the people who brought me here,
so you must have had access to my information. Then you came to me in
Layer One, just when we needed you. You threw yourself at me for no
reason, and then you clung to me like a helpless little girl, all the while biding
your time until you could betray me.”
“I threw myself at you? You came to me when I was just delivering a
message. I tried to resist, but you were too insistent.”
“Resist? You practically threw your clothes off for me.”
“Is that how you remember it?” She laughed bitterly. “You weren’t gentle,
but I knew it was just your way. I liked you from the start because you were
different from my people, but it wasn’t your kindness that attracted me.”
“You were just trying to use me like Tira did.”
She shook her head. “Stiles, I had never been to the Prime Layer, and I
knew nothing of you before I met you except that my Faction’s leaders didn’t
want you getting to the Prime Layer. Besides, if I were going to betray you,
wouldn’t I have done it when Tira and Trevor did? Surely three of us would
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have been able to defeat you, especially since you didn’t seem to suspect
me then. Tira nearly killed me, and you had to save me from her.”
“Surely it was an act. You gambled that they would lose, and you wanted to
wait for another chance.”
“Yes, you’re right, Stiles!” She shouted at me, straining to lean forward
against the bonds that tied her to the chair. “I could never have hurt or killed
you when we slept together and your guns were right under your pillow. I
couldn’t have just grabbed one and ended your life. No, I wanted to wait until
you had me tied up in this storage container out in the middle of nowhere to
exact my revenge. My evil plans have come to fruition!”
“When you put it that way, it does sound rather unlikely.” I had to admit.
“That’s what I’m saying! I don’t know Tira that well, or didn’t anyway, but
she had her reasons to hate you. I don’t know if it was your callous treatment
of her, her general dislike of you, or anger over the rejection she felt, but she
had her reasons. What do I have though? You saved my life and set me free,
and only now are you giving me reasons to hate you. Can’t you see it’s just
your paranoia?”
I stood up and paced around, trying to think of an answer that didn’t involve
a few bullet holes in Jycelle. I hated the accusations, but I hated not knowing
if she was right even more. Was I too far gone? Had that piece of news from
the Makers finally tipped me off the deep end? “I don’t know if you’re right or
not. I just can’t be sure anymore. It seems easier not to trust anyone, and just
rack up a large enough body count that I can trust that no one who might
have known me remains.”
“Stiles, that’s not living. I don’t know your whole story even now, because
you spoke little of your time on your world and what you did before here.
What has happened that’s so bad that your ability to trust is so far gone?”
She looked like she wanted to go on, but a look from me silenced her cold
with fear.
“You don’t understand what I’ve gone through because some asshole
decided to kill my brother. Some fuckface went and thought he could kill my
brother and ruin my life for shits and giggles. I was destroyed by what
happened, and I never really healed from that wound. And now I hear that
he’s around here somewhere and looking for me. You may or may not have
ties to him. I don’t know anymore. You might have betrayed me, or you might
have not. I really don’t care anymore about that either. We’re going to wait for
them to come to us, and then they’re all going to die. Then I will know the
answers.”
“But if I’m not involved, why am I tied up?”
“You’re bait.”
“For what? If I’m not involved, they don’t care about me. You’re the bait.
You’re what they want. Let me help you in this.” She pleaded. She must have
wanted to prove herself to me.
“I can’t. I just can’t. What if you’re like the others? What if you just want to
betray me?”
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“What if you die and I am left tied up here to die alone because you couldn’t
trust me?”
“Then you die.” I said simply.
She shook her head in disbelief and broke down into tearful pleading. “You
can’t have rescued me and freed me to let me die like this!”
“Your rescue coincided with achievement of my own goals. I did not do it for
you.”
“But what about us? I loved you.”
“Loved?” I smiled. Women toss that word out so easily sometimes. It’s like
currency to them that can buy a man’s cooperation.
“I can’t love a man who would do this to me. I know it’s not you talking right
now though. I love the man who rescued me, not the one who is deranged
and holding me hostage.”
“And if I let you go?”
“I’d leave immediately.”
“To go get the others so they could kill me.” I added. I could imagine it
happening quite easily.
She shook her head. “I think you make enough enemies on your own. You
don’t need my help finding them.”
“You might be right about that.” I grinned. “You’ve almost got me convinced
to let you go.”
A look of hope flashed across her face. “Stiles, please. I only want to live
free. If it cannot be with you, so be it. I’ll go my own way, but I’d like you to
come away with me. Leave this all behind. Let’s go back to your world, where
the killer isn’t, and you can be free of him and the beast that trails after you.”
It was the wrong choice of words. “Do I seem like the kind of guy who runs
from anything? I hit everything head on and I break it to pieces. I smash it to
little bits and make a big freaking mess, but I’m left standing when the mess
is made. I’m not running from jack shit.” I said vehemently. “Not ever again. I
will face anything that comes.”
“There will be some things you just can’t handle alone, Stiles.”
“And then I will die, but not without causing some serious hurt.” I vowed.
She put her head down and just stopped speaking. She had nothing else
she could say.
As for me, I resumed pacing and waiting, wondering when the beast and my
brother’s killer would arrive.
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 Brother 

“Incoming Transmission from Darren Lee.” Magdalena announced.
“Who’s that?” Jycelle asked, breaking into my stupefied silence.
I shut my mouth – it had been hanging open – and tried to understand how
this was possible. “Accept the transmission, Mag.”
“Stiles? Hudson?” A familiar voice called out, a voice I’d not heard since
Chicago.
“Hudson?” Jycelle echoed.
I shot her a ‘be quiet’ look and answered. “Yeah, Darren, it’s me. How are
you doing this? How can you be sending me a message?”
“I’m in the same world as you right now.”
“What? You’re a Roamer now?”
“It’s a long story. I think I arrived the same day as you.” He answered.
This was weird, an old friend from my old stomping grounds showing up like
this. “Where are you?”
“I think I’m outside that tin can you’re hiding in.”
I slid over to beside the door very slowly, easing my biggest gun out of its
holster silently. One can never be too careful, even with old friends. “Knock
on the door then.”
A knock sounded. “Is this the right one?” Darren’s voice called over the
connection.
“Yes.” I slid the latch open to unlock the door. “Come in. We’ve got some
catching up to do.”
The transmission ended and I held my breath as the doorknob twisted and
the door came open. A familiar face stepped in, only to find a nasty gun
pressed to his temple as I shoved him against the wall and slammed the
door, latching it without looking.
“Stiles, what the fuck?” He exclaimed, putting his hands behind his head.
He’d had guns pointed at him more than once.
I turned Darren around so I could face him, though my gun was still pressed
to his head. He didn’t look much different than I remembered, except for a
few barely-visible white scars across his arms and handsome face. Darren
was Asian, and I’m not sure what kind. It didn’t matter to me what country he
came from; he was American and I trusted him usually. That was all that
mattered. He spoke perfect English, on account of having lived in the States
for so long. He was into a lot of illegal trading in the underworld of Chicago,
and had quite a reputation there.
Darren’s dark eyebrows knotted up into a scowl as he considered the
treatment he was receiving. His mouth opened angrily, but I shook my head.
I took a step back, keeping my gun leveled at him. He was quick and
dangerous up close, but definitely not faster than a bullet.
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He sighed, hands still behind his head. “You’re a fucking nut, you know
that?”
“I hear that a lot lately.”
“Yeah, well it’s well-deserved. Hi, nice to see you again. It’s been awhile,
how are you, Darren?”
“Let’s go with something along the lines of why the fuck are you here?”
Darren looked past me to see where Jycelle was tied up helplessly and
shook his head. “Christ. You’ve totally lost it this time. You went and
kidnapped a beautiful woman, dragged her out here and tied her up, and now
you’ve got a gun pointed at your friend – one of the few you have I might
add.”
“Just answer the damn question!” I barked at him.
“I came to warn you.”
“Warn me about what?”
“The Osirde Horde is on the move. They’re coming for you.”
“Those bigass monster jerks from Layer Thirteen?”
“The same jerks, yes. You seem to have pissed them off.”
“How do you know this?”
“I have connections, or I had them anyway.”
“Connections with who?”
“The Roamin Empire, up until a couple days ago. They launched some
massive attack on the Prime Layer and stirred up a lot of trouble. I’m not all
about that, and I’m not going down because some whackos decided to piss
off the wrong folks.”
“I know. I was there.”
“Really? I had heard there were some people around, but I didn’t know you
were. How long have you been a part of the Roamin Empire?”
“I was never a part of it, and now I’m their enemy. They used me and tried
to kill me, and I think it was your fault. Did you tell them that I had arrived and
that I was going to be of use to them?”
“Sure. I thought you’d want in. I fell in with them right away, since my first
world was one of theirs. They got me started and were really friendly from the
start. It’s only now that they’ve gone a bit crazy, and it’s not my scene
anymore. Commerce and smuggling is fine, but war is not.” He answered.
“Now can I put my hands down?”
“No.” I smiled sweetly and aimed the gun a little more accurately for the
center of his head.
He frowned. “Can you tell me why?”
“I’ve been asking him stuff like that for days.” Jycelle announced.
“Quiet, Jycelle, the adults are talking.” I snapped at her.
“Asshole.” She muttered. She’d learned that one from me. People tend to
swear a lot more around me.
“Look, you set me up with some folks that tried to shoot me in the back after
I helped them get to the Cave of Makers. I had to kill them then.”
“What’s the Cave of Makers?” Darren asked.
“It’s where the Gods of these worlds hang out, but that’s beside the point.”

 275 

 In Roam 
“It really exists?”
“Yes, and the Goddess is smoking hot, now can we get back to why you
betrayed me?”
Jycelle grunted in irritation. “Here he goes again…”
“Stiles, if I put you with the wrong crew, I apologize, but I figured these
people were pretty cool myself, and then they started a nasty war. Before
that it was about making money, roaming, and consolidating power in a few
adjacent worlds. You’re in one of them right now. Besides, you’ve always
been really suspicious of people, so I’m surprised you’d fall in with the wrong
group.”
“Well, it happened, and I nearly got myself killed, and I have you to thank for
it.”
“Oh, well on that note let me start the pity party right away! Shit, Stiles, you
know life is rough.” Darren said pitilessly, and I was catching his drift. “Look
at me, I’ve been shot at and cut up helping these assholes, and then they go
and do this shit. I’m pissed at them too, and now it’s not safe to be one of
their members, especially after that business with the Warden awhile back. I
guess it came out that it was the Empire that did that. Everybody is out for
blood. Wardens are probably going to dish out some pain soon to get their
retribution.”
“Even if all that is true, it’s quite ironic that you show up right after the
Makers tell me that my brother’s killer is floating around, and after a member
of the Roamin Empire says that an old acquaintance turned me over to
them.”
“Your brother’s killer?” Darren repeated incredulously.
“Yes. He’s here somewhere.”
Darren shook his head. “I don’t really think you understand.”
“Sure I do. I can finally lay that shit to rest. The thing that ruined my life can
finally be avenged.”
“You don’t understand.” He repeated.
“What do you mean? I can finally put my brother at peace.”
“No, you can’t.” Darren pronounced with a finality that annoyed me.
I’m not one to like evasiveness. “What do you mean I can’t? I can and will
kill whomever is responsible.”
“Have you looked in a mirror?”
“Huh?”
“Stiles, you killed your brother. Don’t you remember?”
Without even thinking, I snapped off a shot at Darren, nearly taking his head
off, but as he saw it coming, I only took a piece out of his ear.
“What the hell? Stiles!”
“You shut your god damned mouth. I won’t hear those lies about Peter.”
“Stiles! You killed him. It was self-defense!” Another shot raked through his
hair. He ducked and looked at me with wild eyes. “Don’t you remember?”
“Peter was killed.”
“Yes, by drugs.”
“Drugs?”
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“The Peter that attacked you was not the Peter we both knew and loved. He
was a brother to you, and he was like a brother to me. He died long before
you killed the shell of what he once was.”
The gun slowly lowered in my hands. I knew what he was saying couldn’t
be true, and yet there was something familiar to it. My back ached. The tattoo
burned into my back felt like it was crawling with accusation. “I don’t
remember the drugs or anything you say. And I’d never, and really mean
never, kill my brother.”
“Peter fell into drugs, and you hated seeing him waste away. You were
young, and you did something foolish, if well intentioned: you threw away his
stash. He freaked out and started beating you and cutting you, and would
have killed you had you not turned that knife on him. You killed the monster
he had become.”
I shook my head. “Bullshit, completely and utterly. He loved me.”
“He did.” Darren admitted. “But he let a darkness inside him eat away at his
heart and soul until that love was engulfed and surpassed by need. Then he
hurt you, and he continues to hurt you even now because you can’t admit it
all happened. I had no idea you were this confused about it.”
I tore off my shirt and turned my back to him. “What about the demon? I
saw a demon that night! I got the tattoo to prove it!” I insisted.
“That demon was you, Stiles.” He said solemnly, in a tone that chilled me to
my core. “The demon was your own pale, beaten face as you looked at
yourself in the mirror. He’d broken your cheekbone, your jaw, and cut you
many times. You were still staring at the mirror and holding the knife when
we found you.”
It wasn’t possible. There was not way any of that was true. I loved Peter
and still died. The loss of him was the worst thing in my life, the thing that
had soured everything after, no matter how good. But Darren wouldn’t lie,
would he? I trusted him more than anyone I knew, or I had anyway.
“We?” I repeated, realizing what he’d just said.
“I was there, as were your parents. They tried to get you help after, but you
moved out when you couldn’t take them anymore. I guess you never really
recovered. I thought you remembered what had happened though. We never
talked about it, because I didn’t want to reopen any wounds. I would have
done something if I knew this was the case though. I guess that was
probably at the core of your meltdown in the military, too. You likely
remembered it for some reason and just snapped.”
“It’s wrong, Darren. It’s just not true.” I raised the gun to point at his chest
this time.
“Shoot me if you must, Stiles, but it’ll only worsen your sins.”
“I have too many to count already. Another won’t change where I’m
headed.”
“And Peter’s death is not one of your sins. You released him from his
agony. He was suffering and dying from the inside out. His spirit was already
gone.”
“No.”
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“You can’t blame yourself! The part of him that had loved and lived was
gone, and you executed the monster that had stolen the place of the good
man we knew. You destroyed that which had captured his soul.”
Flashes, memories or plagued visions of my soul, I don’t know which,
flooded into my head. I revisited that night. I saw Peter coming at me, his
face drawn and gaunt from the drugs he’d been killing himself with. My face
ached and my chest burned where he’d beaten and cut me. My hand rose to
touch my face, where angry nerves seared like the bones had just been
freshly snapped. My body ached all over, and the cold fear of realization
came over me. I howled in agony as I remembered plunging the knife into
Peter’s chest again and again, just wanting him to stop hurting me. And then
I remembered my own demonic face staring back at me from that mirror with
its dead eyes.
Magdalena said something about dangerous adrenaline and endorphin
levels, or unstable brain activity, but I didn’t care. I had killed my own brother.
My own status didn’t matter in light of that news.
I pulled the trigger again and lowered my head. I heard Jycelle’s frightened
scream but ignored it. Only when I looked up again a moment later, Darren
was not dead. He stood there perfectly fine.
“How?” I murmured numbly.
“I have a lot of defense upgrades, Stiles, so I’ll forgive you this once.”
“Why didn’t you stop the first shots then?” I asked.
Darren smiled softly, friendly-like. “Because you surprised me the first time,
and after I saw how out of your mind you were, I wanted to talk to you man to
man. You wouldn’t have trusted a man hiding behind a shield.”
“Then it’s true?”
“Every words, Stiles. I swear it on our friendship and everything we both
hold holy.”
“Guns, booze, tits?” I guessed, trying to be funny when I felt it not at all.
“All of it and more. Now lets untie your friend here, and get out of here
before the Osirde Horde falls upon us.”
“Where can we go? I am surrounded by my mistakes, and they have come
to exact their price.”
“I know a place where we can wait for whatever may come, and I promise
you that, live or die, we’ll face it together.”
“And if we live?”
“We’ll go back to Chicago, and take this pretty little thing with us if she’ll still
have you.” Darren grinned and pointed over at Jycelle.
“I can’t promise anything unless he apologizes and unties me this instant.”
Jycelle demanded testily, but I could tell that what she felt more than
anything was relief.
I’m not sure what it was that suddenly sparked me to action, but I moved. It
was like a giant curtain over my mind had been lifted, and suddenly I had
something to do. I was a whirlwind of action, untying Jycelle, grasping her
tightly in my arms, though I was a bit gentle with her because I knew the
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circulation had long been cut off in her limbs from sitting in one position for
too long. It was as close as I could come to apologizing just then.
When she could stand, I fled through the door with Darren and her in tow.
We made for the rig even as the sky darkened with what I suspected and
Darren confirmed to be the coming of the Osirde Horde. The dread lords of
Layer Thirteen had hunted me down, and we made our best speed for a
portal Darren indicated.
We tore down rows of storage containers and cut across tracks as we went.
Workers mostly ignored us as we passed them by. There was too much to do
to stop and worry about an errant tank running across the grounds,
especially with the sky darkening ominously as it was. However scary it was,
it wasn’t going to trap us here. It’d have to follow me a bit further.
I realize I was showing trust again in going where he suggested, something
I didn’t want to do, but sometimes you must. If you can’t trust your oldest
friend, life isn’t worth living.
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 Hellish Resolutions 

I looked outside of the rig and was surprised at what I saw. We sat in the
middle of a hundred yard ring that looked like a helicopter pad. It appeared to
be made of grey stone or concrete, and there was a series of yellow
markings all around it, which likely had meanings that were beyond me.
There was nothing else as far as we could see, as if this literally was the lone
pillar of existence in the world. The bland lighting and lack of other detail was
almost purposely drab.
“What the hell, Darren? There’s nowhere here we can make a stand.” I said
angrily, wondering if my trust had been misplaced.
“That’s because the game hasn’t started.” He replied.
That was an odd way of putting it. “As fun as it is to shoot stuff, it’s not really
a game.”
“Don’t tell that to this world’s Warden. He practically camps here instead of
going to the other worlds, because this place is so much fun for him.”
I grunted and looked at my Key Tool, admiring how big it looked on my arm
after all the upgrades I’d snagged from Tira and Trevor’s bodies. There were
zero portals, which was rather worrisome. “Mag, where in the universe are
we now?”
“Location one-two by six-nine – designated as Dueling Grounds.”
Magdalena replied huskily.
“Dueling Grounds?” That sounded promising, despite there being no
portals.
“Yes, you can’t get out of here until you’ve fought something and won. The
world conforms itself differently for each duel. So, we get to fight the next
thing or things that come through the portals. Only then will the outgoing
portals reappear.”
“No shit?” That explained things. This truly would be someone’s last stand.
“No shit.”
“This seems like a good place to be then if you want to kill, but aren’t we
going to be outnumbered?” Jycelle asked worriedly.
I looked back at her, and she flinched out of a newfound habit. I gritted my
teeth when I realized how badly I’d wronged her. When this was all over, I’d
help her get somewhere she could be happy. It was easier than saying sorry.
“I made some calls. I still have some pull with the Roamin Empire, and the
Osirde Horde is a bit pissed at them, too. Right now they should be fighting a
fallback into this world.”
“They don’t really like me, though.” I remarked.
“Yeah, well Kameko was pretty pissed that you killed Trevor, who she was
very close to, but she’s enough of an opportunist to realize that things are
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changing within the organization. They made a few mistakes, and if they
don’t do something about it they’re all gonna wind up dead.”
“Kameko is still alive?”
“She was one of the few that survived the attack on the Prime Layer, as I
understand it.”
Before we could say anything else, the light outside flashed brightly, and
suddenly there was a second, identical platform to ours just a short distance
away. I didn’t need to zoom in on it with the external cameras to see that a
single, white-scaled creature stood there and gazed in our direction.
Immediately the world around us began to shift. Auburn clouds filled a dusk
sky, and the ground began to form around us. Trees and shrubs sprung up
on the hills that grew around our two platforms, leaving only a narrow grassy
path that was not forested between the two participant’s stages. It reminded
me of a golf course, only we were here to kill each other and not chase
around little white balls.
“This one is for me.” I announced, getting out of the driver’s seat. “The next
ones we can do together.”
“We can help. There are no rules against it.” Darren offered, but he already
knew what my response would be.
“It’s all about me. That’s my inner demon that hopped outside. It was born
of my own dark heart, and I’m going to go kill it and eat it for breakfast.
Maybe then my life can get back on track.”
“Good luck.” Jycelle grasped my hand briefly.
“Thank you.” I leaned over and kissed her forehead. Then, probably
because I half expected to die today, I said, “I did some things that were
wrong, and we’ll see about righting them when I get back.”
She nodded and let me go. They both watched as I pounded the hatch
release and roared out of the back on my bike, shotgun in hand.
The creature waited for me, drooling and grinning savagely, if it could even
be called a grin since its mouth was round and ringed with rows of razorsharp teeth. I cleared the few hundred yards of grassy pathway between it
and me quickly, but as soon as I took aim at it, it sprung for the trees. I had to
follow it, going where my bike could not. That’s when our fight started in
earnest, the hunter and the hunted, but who knew who was which?


The trees were just some random leafy vegetation, but they made a great
number of places to hide, even without the clumps of thick underbrush that
ringed their bases. I breathed slowly and walked softly so as not to break any
twigs beneath my feet and give my position away. I kept my eyes peeled and
my ears strained to catch that creature’s raspy breathing. I figured I’d smell
the thing if it got close, but one never knew. Up, down, left, right, I looked
everywhere. I was not going to get jumped by that ugly mug. He’d always
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gotten the jump on me, and this time I was going to do it the other way
around. Or at least, I was going to do my best to see that’s how it happened.
When your death might be just a few seconds away, it’s amazing how
strong your senses are. I could smell the leaves, the plants, even a few white
flowers budding on a tree a short distance away. I could hear the flies and
insects buzzing and chirruping. Even the colors seemed more vivid and alive.
Maybe that’s why something deathly white stood out so much.
It stepped out from behind a tree and waited for me just ahead. When I
lowered my gun to take a shot, it shook its ugly, one-eyed head. Frowning, I
took the shot anyway. The critter is fast, if you’ve not picked up on that. I
missed as it ducked behind the tree once more and then darted sideways to
try and flank me. I laid down some more fire, but the beast was up close and
personal before I wanted it to be. Claws dug into a pair of tree trunks and it
flung itself at me like a catapult. It sailed through the air in a tangle of scales,
claws, nasty dental work, and a cloud of rotting stink.
I shoved the stock of my shotgun up at it, knocking it aside, but it tore open
my arm with its claws and ripped the shotgun from my hands as it tumbled
past. I grunted and shook off the pain, grabbing the heavy pistol Trevor had
modified for me, one of the few good things that asshole had done for me. I
cracked off two shots, nicking it once as it came to its feet in a strangely fluid
motion that made me think the creature couldn’t have very rigid bones. Then,
once more it was flinging itself at me in hopes of getting another snack from
me, only I wasn’t really willing to give up another arm.
I dropped my gun and caught its outstretched arms by the wrists, just
beyond its curved talons, and swung it into the ground with all my might. It
crashed headlong into the ground and crumpled into a ball. The balled
creature uncoiled and was suddenly in my face once more, snapping at my
neck and tearing at my throat while I pummeled it with my fists.
Like two dancers that hate each other, we did some of the most athletic
combat I’d ever done in my life. We rolled, twisted, kicked, dodged, jumped,
and just generally pounded the shit out of each other. My previous attempts
at grappling it had failed, so I was not going to try that again. I figured I just
had to knock the piss out of it until I could get a chance to draw a gun and
blast it to pieces. Unfortunately, it wasn’t giving me any opportunities, and I
was starting to feel like a tenderized steak, a steak that was quickly
becoming shredded beef.
“Fuck!” I yelled at it, and the scream seemed to startle the creature for a
second, until it responded with a screech and leapt at me again.
“Maggie, bigass knife!”
A two-foot chunk of approximated style slid out beyond my arm, sprouting
up from just behind my wrist. I met the creature knife to talon, and the ring of
our clash resounded, hurting my ears. It snarled and twisted at me, biting for
my neck once more. I drove my knee into where its sternum would be if it
were a human, which knocked it back and gave me a little more room to
work. I drew my Bowie knife and jammed it deep into its circular jawbone
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when it came back for more. I held the knife there, keeping the beast at an
arm’s length from my vital parts.
The creature’s tail flailed around and caught me across the hip, and I
dropped to one knee. Once more the thing was bearing down over me. It was
all I could do to keep it there, and I knew in that instant that I couldn’t keep it
much longer. I tensed my muscles and rolled backward, kicking as hard as I
could to throw the beast over my head as I arched. It sailed over me, slicing
up my chest with its wicked toenails as it went, and then it was a race to see
who could stand faster.
It won. I was only halfway up when it lunged at me again in a headlong
tackle, a wave of its stench preceding it.
From a half crouch, which was all I’d had time to manage, I tried something
new. “Magdalena, flamethrower!” A gout of flame burst out from around my
two-foot sword-knife.
I caught the creature dead on, and the fire didn’t hurt it one lick. But the fire
did hurt me when it picked me up in its smoking claws, and its hot skin burnt
and sizzled against mine. Gasping in pain I drove my booted foot into its
pelvis. It stumbled back and I threw myself forward, swinging the strongest
punch I could, only it was with my Key Tool’s knife arm.
My blade pierced deep into the creature’s chest, cutting through crisped
scales. It writhed around and slashed at my arm, trying to back off my blade.
I wasn’t having any of that. I lifted it up in the air, impaled on the end of my
blade, and walked it over to a tree, pinning it there. It still cut at me and
lashed me with its tail and feet, trying to disembowel me, but I knew if it got
away this time, I’d not get another chance.
A desert eagle found its way into my hand, like an old tango partner, and I
emptied a clip into the creature’s remaining eye. Blinded and furious, it drove
both of its feet into my gut and knocked me backward. I fell, as did it. It
dropped to the ground, twitching and writhing as it tried to adjust to having no
eyes.
Pained, I collected myself slowly, trying hard not to give away my position
by sound, but you can only move so quietly when you’ve just had your ass
beat. I went over to collect the gun Trevor had made and my shotgun, too.
The creature jumped around, swinging wildly in the air where it imagined I
might be. It crashed into the occasional rock or tree as it tried to find me.
I emptied bullet after bullet into it. I was merciless. I only stopped when I ran
out of ammo. Then I went over and knelt beside it, and used a combination of
my knife and the laser function of my Key Tool to cut its heart out. Dark blood
spurted everywhere, and not being a doctor I was not very precise or gentle
about it. Amidst deafening screams and shrieks, I hacked and cut until I
pulled out something dark and beating, and then I squeezed that dark bit of
flesh until it burst. The creature didn’t move again after that.
‘They’ say you can’t kill a part of yourself, and I say they just didn’t try hard
enough, because I’d just done it.
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I collapsed onto the ground and smiled. Peter was avenged. I’d killed the
darkness in me that had been responsible for his death. I’d liberated myself
from the evil I’d done, and I had this universe to thank for it.
Maggie spoke softly to me, telling me what remedies she was administering
after the ass kicking I’d just endured. I heard other voices calling and
footsteps approaching. Someone with red hair that smelled rather pretty knelt
beside me.
“Stiles? Are you alive?”
“Yeah. I’m just taking a siesta.” I chuckled, but that hurt.
“Why don’t you nap somewhere safe, you big baby?” Darren called out in
amusement.
A pair of strong hands gripped me under the armpits and hauled me to my
feet. Then I found someone under each armpit, helping me walk back. Of
course I made them stop a few times to pick up guns I’d left lying about, and
we had to get my bike, too.


We’d just made it back to the rig and started doctoring me up with Key
Tools – mine with Trevor’s upgrade and with Darren’s too – when then world
shifted back to its old form of a single platform amidst emptiness, only now
there were a lot of portals available.
“We could go now.” Jycelle remarked, perhaps trying to get her attention
away from the collection of semi-serious wounds on my body that were being
doctored. I think she knew we wouldn’t leave, but the idea that we might was
reassuring to her.
Let me tell you, it feels really nice to not be leaking body fluids all over the
place after you’ve just half bled to death. So much so, in fact, that I was
taking a bit of pleasure anywhere I could, likely because I was mildly
delirious. I smiled over at Jycelle, admiring her figure once more as Darren
saw to closing a few more open gashes on my chest. She shyly looked away,
causing my grin to deepen. I suppose at that moment I should have tried to
keep the blood I had left in more vital places than my crotch, but she had
nice legs.
Then I got serious, because there was another flash of light outside.
“It’s starting.” Darren remarked.
I pushed past them to the surveillance console, letting Darren continue to
work while I examined what had arrived. Five more vehicles like our rig had
just arrived, and a dozen or so of the flying Jet Ski machines, like the one
we’d commandeered before, had come with them.
“Shit.”
“What is it?” Jycelle asked.
“It looks like the enforcers from the Prime Layer. You know, the ones we
shot up and generally weren’t too friendly with.”
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Her head whipped around toward the front window portal, and she pressed
her face to the glass to gaze fearfully at them. “They came all the way here?
They’re after us?”
The world began to reform itself, but paused when another flash of light
created a third platform that was larger than either of the first two, followed by
a fourth platform that dwarfed all the others. The world started filling in then,
making something of a giant bowl of jagged black mountains with a desert in
the bowl that we all sat in.
“Looks like the horde arrived.” I recognized the ugly forty-foot beasts and
creatures from Layer Thirteen. “And they came in force.” I couldn’t count
them because every one of the massive creatures had a small force of
disgusting little slobs carousing about by their oversized demon feet.
“What’s the other group?” Jycelle asked.
“The remaining forces of the Roamin Empire.” Darren answered for me.
They were there, looking a bit beaten and sore, but still intact. There were
easily seventy if not a hundred of them, and that’s just what I could see. That
spoke a lot for the depths of their ranks if they’d just lost a lot of men in the
Prime Layer and they’d already been fighting the horde for a bit.
“Looks like we can’t leave anymore. The portals are gone until this is over.”
“Something is happening over by the enforcers.” Jycelle announced.
I turned the camera their way. Sure enough, the troops were unloading.
Dozens of them poured out of the troop carriers, armored like beetles and
carrying those forked spears with red lighting at the tips. They arranged
themselves in lines at the front of the carriers, which lined up carefully and
trained their weapons toward the Horde.
“They’re on our side?” I wondered aloud.
Another flash of light, and then another went filled the sky. Abruptly the bowl
spread out, widening to allow for the greater volume of incoming forces. All
we could do is watch and count as more troops arrived, this time from
different places. The lizardmen of the Market World had arrived, a few
hundred strong. They were armed with all manners of projectile and hand
weapons of various primitive and modern sorts. They were the second
largest force, but they were still dwarfed by the legions of the Osirde Horde,
which was many thousand strong, even without the building-sized great lords
that towered over their lesser minions. The lizardmen sized up their enemies
bravely, or perhaps in the stupid fashion of an animal that doesn’t know what
danger is, but they looked undecided as to which armies they should fight
when everything started.
The last flash of light that faded was a big one, perhaps the largest yet.
Immediately winged creatures began to circle and scout over the grounds
from above. Ranks of cavalry and infantry surrounded great siege weapons –
cannons and ballistae. Many thousand strong, the soldiers might not have
been high tech, but they were the fated enemy of the Horde. I was happy to
see them make an appearance, because I had a feeling we’d need their help.
This was getting really crowded really fast. “I wonder if anyone else will
show?”
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“Surely the Wardens are playing high stakes here, because these people
can’t all have Key Tools.” Jycelle commented.
Darren nodded in agreement. “I think this is about the balance between
Order and Chaos, between the Prime and Outer Layers.”
“Then lets get in the middle of it, because we’re a wild card if nothing else.” I
said, excitedly moving to the front. “I’m driving, you shoot, Darren.”
“Me shoot?” He asked in surprise. “That’s your hobby, not mine.”
“I’ve had enough killing today. Let me live vicariously for once. Besides, I’m
a better driver than you, and if we screw up here we’re really, really dead.”
“Who are we going for first?”
“The lizardmen, and then we’ll sweep across the front ranks of the Horde to
soften them up for the knights from Layer Thirteen.”
“Are we going to live through this?” Darren asked.
“Are you too pretty to die or something?” I grinned.
“I am.” Jycelle replied, grinning nervously. She couldn’t hide that her hands
were shaking either.
“Just strap in next to me and keep an eye out for things I need to drive
around, okay? We’ll get through this.”
She did just that, and then we started forward. We didn’t move slowly or
subtly. We just started forward, making a beeline for the lizardmen, who
noticed us with all the startled amazement the dullards could summon.
Everyone seemed to just watch and stare. Darren, to his credit, didn’t open
fire too soon. He waited patiently until we were nearly on top of them. Up
until the last second, the slow-minded lizardmen just waited, as if we hadn’t
the gall to actually attack them.
We crashed through their lines raining napalm fire down on them. I ran over
twenty or thirty at least. They went spinning aside like heavy bowling pins,
sounding like cannonballs striking the rig every time we bashed into one.
Hard-skinned or not, they weren’t anything next to the armor we had. Guns
started discharging all around and the nearest ones grabbed onto the rig,
trying to pull us apart with their bare hands. The smarter ones tried to climb
up to ruin the turret that was killing so many of them, but they had little luck.
The lizardmen had no friends to come help them, but the Horde saw an
opportunity and started moving toward us. They knew who we were and had
a score to settle.
When the Horde started to move, so did the knights, and then everything
started moving at once. The roars of demonic beasts mixed with the firing of
guns and siege engines, the hum of motors and turbines, and the whine of
strange weapons and technologies. Through it all, I suppose there was a
Warden, or a few of them, presiding. Maybe they were even taking bets, but
we had little time to think of about that kind of thing.
We’d just broken free of the lizardmen when the first of the Horde hit us.
The varied monstrosities spit gobs of acidic saliva, threw energy balls, or just
tried to dash us to pieces with giant clubs. Dark wings and evil claws
surrounded us, and even with Jycelle’s screamed warnings, I couldn’t avoid
them all. The artificial night of the Horde’s ominous aura had taken us, and
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only the flames of Darren’s spreading napalm death lit my path. The rig
rocked as the rail gun discharge a few times, cutting through dozens of
creatures in one fell swoop, toppling at least one of the great lords of the
Horde. I just kept driving, running down whatever tried to stop us. Bombs
exploded around us and lasers cut through creatures both dark and hideous.
The enforcers and the Roamin Empire had joined the battle, but it was the
thundering hooves of the cavalry that we heard loudest.
When the air cleared and we broke free of the tangle, the rig was badly
battered, but still rolling, if on a tire or two less than we’d had and with
nothing working in more than a halfass fashion. We looked back through the
few remaining cameras we had and saw the battle was joined in full. On air
and on land, enemies swarmed, sometimes unsure of whom to shoot at.
Magic and technology were wedded in mayhem most grand, and we weren’t
done yet. I swept around for another pass, and then a third before we were
finally disabled.
One of the Horde struck us with a mighty club, rolling us over twice before
we came to a rest upside down with our roof down on the torn terrain.
Enemies swarmed all over us, tearing at the underbelly of the rig and
crawling through the gaps in our armored plating. We fought for an hour and
more, shooting anything that tried to get in, some of which succeeded.
Bodies piled up and the smells of fire and of the dying filled our lungs.
Numbness filled my arms until I could barely lift them to fight on, but then
another enemy would try its luck, and I’d dig down and find some morsel of
energy remaining. It was always just enough to kill whatever came through.
Rawness filled my throat after breathing the noxious smoke and from
screaming in rage and pain for so long. My eyes didn’t want to see – they
were full of blood, grime, soot, and sweat. The booms and crashes around us
had deafened my ears long ago. The carnage felt endless, even to me.
How long it went on I don’t know, but there was an eventual and unnatural
stillness across the false land. Either we were dead or everything else was.
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 Still Roaming 

You probably wonder what happened next. We won, I guess. The Horde
was beaten, at least that part of the greater beast. The lizardmen were gone,
as were a large portion of the knights. The Enforcers had only about one
troop carrier of survivors, and the Roamin Empire is more like the ‘Roamin
small family gathering’ now.
We had to walk out of that place, leaving the destroyed rig behind. My bike
was beat up, but still kind of worked. Darren survived, if a lot worse of the
wear. I hope some of the wounds he took can be fixed up on one of these
worlds. Jycelle, well, she came through pretty much unharmed. I locked her
in a weapon’s cabinet and defended her with ever last ounce of strength I
had. What can I say? I owed her something. I wonder if that makes us even?
The next world was peaceful. Oh-four by oh-four was designated as the
Open Road, and it’s that if nothing else. It’s like the American Southwest,
with long stretches of blacktop and a few small pit stops here and there with
diners and motels. It’s nothing fancy, but it’s something a simple guy like I
can appreciate.
Darren, Jycelle, Kameko, a few other surviving roamers, and me all arrived
outside a small gas station in that world after saying brief goodbyes to the
surviving knights and enforcers before they went home to their respective
worlds. I was surprised Kameko had survived, but she seemed like a tough
chick, a survivor. I could respect that. She and her cronies didn’t stick around
long, though. They had an Empire to run, and they were a little low on
manpower now.
“Stiles!” She limped over to me, shrugging off the help of one of her
comrades.
“Yeah, princess?” I folded my arms across my chest and gave Jycelle a
reassuring look. “Come to confess that you’re sorry you never got to sleep
with a crude, brusque fellow like myself?”
“The Prime Layer, what did you see?” She demanded, searching my face.
“I saw this and that, but nothing special.”
“What about the King and Queen?”
She needed these answers badly, more than she needed to speak of
Trevor, I guessed. “They were there. They were alright.”
“Then it is true.”
“Yes, and it’s also true that I’ll kick anyone’s ass if they try to fuck with
them.” I said curtly, taking her aback. “They do a good job there. Anyone else
would be unfit.”
“The power they have –“
I shook my head and she stopped talking. “The power they have is best left
to those who know how to use it, alright? Content yourself with what you’ve
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done out here. Take a few worlds, make a home, but don’t go messing with
them. They’re more than you can imagine.”
“We paid such a high price to get you there.”
“And it was a waste if you don’t learn from it. They are a good King and
Queen. Worry about things out here, where you can make a difference. Don’t
have lived through all this just to throw it away on a second run at a fool’s
errand.”
“Who are you to speak of foolish errands after all you’ve done?”
“I’m the biggest fool of you all, only I’ve decided to stop being such a
dumbass and do something different for a change, that being keeping my
nose out of crap that leads up to big nasty battles like we just got through.”
Kameko regarded me for a long moment, and finally nodded with a smile.
“You’ve changed. You’ve become more than you were, more resolute and
sure of yourself, and yet less defensive. What happened?”
“It’s a long story…”
Jycelle groaned. “Not again.”
I laughed. “No, I’ll not tell it to her. I’m more interested in the future than the
past.”
Kameko cleared her throat. “Fair enough. I consider us even then, alright?”
I looked into her almond-shaped eyes and nodded when I saw honesty
looking back at me. “No hard feelings unless you give me shit again. We’re
square for now.”
Without another word, she limped off to join her group, which was preparing
to leave on a battered vehicle they’d salvaged from the battle. We watched
them leave, and we were alone, just the three of us in this big open world.
“What was the future you spoke of? What do you want from it?” Jycelle
asked.
“The future is like a beautiful woman,” I began, thinking about Kameko’s
shapely ass, but then my stomach growled, ”or maybe a juicy steak. I’m not
sure which. Regardless, I expect it to be good and tasty.”
“What of Chicago?” Darren asked wearily.
“We can get you there in time, but right now we’ve got some roads to cruise
and no responsibilities.”
“That sounds good.” Darren replied. He looked, through eyes almost
swollen shut from the battering he’d taken, out across the open horizon and
the long stretch of road that went in either direction. “Think we can get me a
bike? Yours looks a bit worse for wear, but it works. I don’t much like the idea
of walking when you’re riding, and my legs are pretty roughed up.” His legs
weren’t the worst off part of him either.
“Well, we might have to beat some guys up and steal it, but we can
probably manage.” I replied, cracking my knuckles expectantly. My hands
hurt, hell, most of me hurt, but I felt alive.
Darren stood up and looked toward a few bikes parked beside the gas
station. They weren’t Harleys, but they weren’t too shabby. “Sounds like a
plan.”
Jycelle shook her head. “I’m not so sure…”
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I grinned and put a reassuring arm around the small of her back. “Nothing’s
sure. That’s why it’s fun.”
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 In Roam Explained 

STRUCTURE:
The Universe of In Roam is a Layered universe, meaning that the worlds
are placed on tiers, which are called Layers by the inhabitants of the universe
who know about more than just their own world. On all Layers but the inner
one, there are multiple worlds. The further one travels from the center Layer,
also called the Prime Layer, the more worlds there are per Layer. The
exception to this would be the outer Layer, which technically has a multitude
of worlds, but the boundaries between them are so deteriorated that it's
almost one continuous and very chaotic world.
Because there are hundreds of worlds, there are a large variety of
environments, people, cultures, and powers active in each one. Nearly all
have their own unique set of properties, though often on a Layer there's
some sort of uniformity to it. Were you to map out every world in the
universe, generalizations about their properties could be drawn if you look at
the six poles of a sphere that are laid out on the xyz axes (north, south, east,
west, up, and down if that makes sense).
Having many populated worlds wouldn't matter much in many situations,
but in the In Roam universe some entities can travel between the worlds on
the Layers, or even to different Layers altogether. There is little to police this
other than the people of each world, who more often than not don't realize
there are worlds beyond their own. There are entities called Wardens that
defend the integrity of their Layer, but they are not infallible. There are just
too many comings and goings to watch.
Steps (a portal between worlds on the different Layers) and Slides (a
portal between worlds on the same Layer) aren't always easy to find, and
most creatures/humanoids can't move between worlds.
Then you have to add in Roamers, which are beings inserted (for reasons
unknown and explored within the novel) into the In Roam setting with Key
Tools that allow them to traverse the multitude of worlds. They add an
element of unpredictability and chaos that makes In Roam such a dangerous
yet interesting place to live.
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BARRIERS:
In between Worlds, and between Layers there are a number of Barriers.
Barriers have many functions. They're not only a way to maintain the
separation between Worlds, but also between Layers. They're an effective
electric fence. Not only do they limit movement between Layers, but they can
serve as a method of transporting materials and information between
Wardens, and what few creatures can actually live within the Barriers.
What makes the Barriers so inhospitable? Well, sometimes they're
physical barriers: high mountains, deep ravines, unstable ground, sinkholes,
etc... Combine this with unstable weather patterns which are contained
almost entirely within the barriers, and mix in a lot of electrical energy, and
you have a nice Barrier. Weather changes rapidly, almost in a conscious
effort to make living there impossible, and passing through nearly impossible.
What creatures do live there are often extremely dangerous and deadly. You
must imagine that there's not often much to eat, so when something edible
passes by, it gets plenty of attention and is eaten if at all possible. These
creatures also have to withstand a wide range of environmental conditions,
making them exceedingly hard to kill.
This has also made a great place to hide, should one wish to do so. They
NEED to be able to survive the conditions, even if for a short while, but if they
do, few would come after them. In addition to nasty creatures, and fugitives,
there are a few rare beings of great knowledge living within the Barriers.
Each has their own story and quite a set of abilities. Those who need their
help sometimes seek out these barrier beings. Others among these barrier
beings plague the Worlds near which they live.
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PORTALS:
To move from world to world, one needs to use their Key Tool to first locate,
then use a portal. Portals come in two varieties, and can go one or two
directions. The two types of portals are Steps and Slides. Steps move to
another World in another Layer, while Slides stay within the same Layer
while moving to another World. There are rare occasions when Slides stay
within the same World, and these are referred to as Skips.
Steps and Slides can be anywhere. Not only do they vary in size and
shape, but in locations. Some are small rectangles attached to doorways,
while others could be spheres or circles on the bottom of a lake. Not just
anyone can use them though. A person with a Key Tool could open a door
into a person's house that is also a portal, and they would be whisked away
to another Layer or World, while anyone else wouldn't even notice it.
Steps and Slides are fairly rare, and not always easy to get to or find. Some
can even get destroyed, which means that some rare worlds can only be
reached through one or two isolated portals. There are even worlds where all
entrances or exits to that world have been destroyed to isolate it from outside
influence. Wardens can repair, create, or destroy portals, but don't often do
so.
Another factor that needs to be talked about is how Steps and Slides are
usually only one direction, though some are bi-directional. This makes going
back to the previous world quite difficult sometimes.
The last thing to mention is that some portals will strip you of certain
materials, equipment, and abilities. This is often because they're not
compatible with the world you just entered. Sometimes these lost
items/abilities return upon exiting this world, but not always. The opposite of
this can happen too; items and abilities can manifest upon entry of a world.
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KEY TOOLS:
Key Tools are a rather exclusive piece of technology for the peoples of In
Roam. Not just anyone has one. Only people entering the Universe when
their Universe aligns and portals open, have them. Well, that may be a bit off.
That's at least how Key Tools are first sent out into the outer Layers. After
they arrive in Worlds outside of Layer 00, anything can happen to them.
Servants of the Prime Wardens install Key Tools while Incomers are InFlux. After The Key Tools are affixed, Portals are selected, and the Incomers,
and whatever gear that came with them are dumped into one of the Worlds
on the Layers outside of 00. Some Incomers take up residence in the first
world they're dumped into, and it becomes their adopted Major. Others
search for a more compatible world; others search for a way back to their
own Universe, while still others continually roam around.
What exactly are Key Tools? They're a number of things: a compass, a
toolkit, a translator, a passport, and an environmental suit, all in one handy
device. They can help direct you to steps and slides (portals); some models
can form small tools and devices; they translate nearly all languages, both
verbal and somatic, and allow you to converse back in them; they allow
access to portals, while normal people would just walk on by the portal, and
never know; and they conform your body to be able to survive in the
environments you're immersed in upon entry of the new World. Still, there
are limitations to Key Tool Abilities, and they're also not indestructible.
The power of the Wardens is great, especially the Prime Wardens. While
it's not certain if they're the creators of In Roam, in this they have packaged
a great deal of power in these little devices. The devices are attached to the
wrist by a transdimensional mental-fiber that is keyed to the mental signature
of the wearer. This means, that only the wearer can remove the device. Due
to the nature of this fiber, little or nothing can damage the thread.
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NUMBER OF WORLDS PER LAYER:
Layer
00
Layer
01
Layer
02
Layer
03
Layer
04
Layer
05
Layer
06
Layer
07
Layer
08
Layer
09
Layer
10
Layer
11
Layer
12
Layer 13 - 1? world

WORLDS VISITED IN THIS STORY:
06-17: Pygmy Outback
05-29: Volcano Boneland
11-17: Market World
08-35: Desert Harem
10-59: Buffet Landscape
03-13: Nexus
04-09: Prison World
02-04: Suburbia
07-14: Gaslight Metropolis
10-08: ???
03-15: Archipelago
07-26: Nightfall
09-51: Matriarchy
13-00: Thirteen
01-04: SubPrime Four
00-00: Prime
XX-XX: Cave of Makers
08-43 Interchange
12-69: Dueling Grounds
04-04 The Open Road
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1
6
12
18
24
30
36
42
48
54
60
66
72

world
worlds
worlds
worlds
worlds
worlds
worlds
worlds
worlds
worlds
worlds
worlds
worlds
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In-Roam:
It’s nice to have finally realized one of my older works into a complete novel.
I don’t like to leave things unfinished, but it proved to be quite a chore to take
the flawed and open-ended original and beef it up into what it is here. I hope
the end result is enjoyable. Certainly it’s much better than it was before.
Website:
If you want to see some of my other work, visit my website at:
http://spookyweb.net/underspace/
If that site ever goes down or I change domains, you can find my published
work at:
http://www.lulu.com/underspace/
Personal:
I’m 26, and currently teaching English in South Korea. It’s hard to find time
to write these days, with work and Gumdo (Korean Fencing), but it’s an
enriching experience. So, I plan to keep writing until the ideas stop coming,
and I pray that is never.
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All material within is the Copyrighted material (2005) of the writer. Any
similarities to other works or events, real or fictional, are coincidental. No
Wardens were killed during the writing of this book.
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