
        
            
                
            
        

    

Contents



  	ODDSTAR

  	Dedication

  	PART I - EARTH

  	1

  	2

  	3

  	4

  	5

  	6

  	7

  	8

  	9

  	10

  	11

  	12

  	13





  	PART II - TITAN

  	14

  	15

  	16

  	17

  	18

  	19

  	20

  	21

  	22

  	23

  	24





  	PART III - DOONAI

  	25

  	26

  	27

  	28

  	29

  	30

  	31

  	32

  	33

  	34

  	35

  	36

  	37

  	38

  	39

  	40

  	41

  	42

  	43

  	44





  	PART IV - CANADA

  	45

  	46

  	47

  	48

  	49

  	50

  	51

  	52

  	53

  	54

  	55

  	56





  	PART V - WHICH WHERE

  	57

  	58

  	59

  	60

  	61

  	62

  	63

  	64





  	Want More?

  	Mulligan Excerpt

  	Author






  Guide

  
    	Contents

    	Start of Content

  




ODDSTAR

A Which Where Novel




by

Phoenix Ward




Copyright © 2023 by Phoenix Ward




All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form or by any means without written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute it by any other means without permission.




First edition





For Frodo.











PART I - EARTH
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“IS the ARD ready yet?” Captain Billyn Stryke asked.

“Eighty-four percent charged,” the ship’s computer responded in a nonchalant tone.

The Oddstar broke free of Amfibion IV’s gravity and left the homeworld of the Holy Rept-Fibion Empire behind. The orange-and-silver spaceship picked up velocity as gravity’s pull weakened its grasp on it.

Stryke stared down at his controls with wide, bloodshot eyes.

“Come on, come on!”

The ship rocked with a sudden blast on the starboard side. Inertial dampeners kicked on to soften the blow, but the force of the concussion was still powerful enough to toss the captain against the arm of his seat.

Stryke brought the feed from the ship’s rear up on the main viewscreen with a wordless command.

Half a dozen yellow Inquisitor fighters pursued the Oddstar into outer space. The small vessels resembled horseshoe crabs, sporting wide, half-disc bodies followed by long, fiery trails of thruster exhaust.

“Man, they are pissed off!” Stryke said to himself.

Stryke was grateful that he was alone aboard the bridge. He was the only potential casualty.

Another explosion hit the ship.

“Perhaps you should have accepted the Pope’s offering,” the ship’s computer criticized.

“It was a misunderstanding! Everyone else was eating the little crabs!”

“Of course. I just wanted to remind you that this is all your fault, that’s all.”

“Thanks.”

A few bolts of deadly energy narrowly missed their mark and zipped off into the void. One struck the rear of the ship.

“I’m not sure how many more hits like that we can take before we’re blown apart,” Stryke said. “We need to get out of this universe now!”

“Ninety percent,” the computer announced.

“The next reality—that’s our first pick-up, right?”

“Correct.”

Captain Stryke sighed. A wave of relief washed over him and blocked out the furious fighters trying to shoot him down for a moment.

“About time,” he said. He looked at the rear-view feed and added, “Hopefully we can make it there in one piece.”

“Ninety-six percent.”

“I want the ARD fired up the instant it’s ready, got that?”

“Indeed.”

“Good. What’s this place called, anyway—our next stop, I mean?”

“Reality A3-609.”

“Not the catchiest name.”

“That is its official designation.”

“What do the locals call it?”

“Earth.”

“Ah, right! I remember now.”

“Alternate Reality Drive charged,” said the computer.

“Then get us the hell outta here!” Stryke demanded.

The Oddstar hung in place as if time froze. It shrunk in on itself before the Inquisitors closed in on the ship, then vanished.

Bewildered, the Rept-Fibion security forces stopped firing and swarmed the spot. They flew in disorganized circles, scanning for the orange-and-silver spaceship. It was futile—the Oddstar left no trace behind, as if it had never existed in the first place.
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A bright blue ball full of anxiety orbits a star. That star moves around the center of the Milky Way, which in turn spirals out from the middle of the known universe.

Is that it, though?

What exists beyond? Is the universe the be-all-end-all of everything that is, or could it be part of a greater whole? Some people believe it revolves around them, but they are about as remarkable as an ice cube in an ocean.

Does the universe float along its journey through the abyss, alone—or are there others, woven together to form an infinite tapestry of space and time?

The enormity of the multiverse is hard for the average mortal to grasp; most aren’t even sure they understand the universe they’re in.

One such being lived on this blue ball. He was entirely uninterested in big things like the multiverse and its plans for him.

It made them nonetheless.

Will Redeker propped himself up on his elbows, cutting off the circulation to his arms. His fingers tingled as he held the binoculars to his face. The grass underneath him grew cooler with every passing minute as the night transitioned into the morning. Dew would start gathering on the ground soon.

He hoped to be long gone before then.

Jonah Nershberg kicked back another shot of tequila in the glass house down the hill. He grimaced as the liquor slid down his throat.

Will could see every square inch of the journalist’s house from the squat hilltop. The walls were entirely enormous windows, putting the man’s gaudy lifestyle on display for the whole neighborhood. It would be more obnoxious if the rest of the street wasn’t lined with similar houses. Nershberg’s opulence was not a unique spectacle.

Rich people, Will thought. They’d put themselves into an oubliette if they thought it’d impress the other snobs.

Will sighed. His elbows were growing numb. He watched the journalist bend down and inhale a pencil-thick line of cocaine. Nershberg’s face froze like he had chugged a milkshake too fast. He tilted back his head and plugged his nostrils. He unscrewed the top of the bottle and poured another shot into his little glass.

“Better be the last one of the night, buddy,” Will whispered. “You’re gonna have more than a hangover when the morning comes.”

Nershberg put the bottle back in its cupboard as if the journalist could hear the hidden thief’s advice and took the shot. After a bit of tongue flailing, the journalist set the glass in the sink and scooped up his snorting paraphernalia.

He staggered, his housecoat falling open to reveal his Spider-Man underwear. The drunk man made his way down the stairs with a few sloppy steps and stumbled into his subterranean bedroom. Will saw the light come on as the door closed behind Nershberg. Then it shut off.

Lights out.

Will grabbed his bag and made his way down the hill. Some dew had gathered on the grass; he had to stop himself from slipping more than once.

That’s okay, Will thought. I want to make sure the journalist is asleep before I get to the door, anyway.

He waited a few minutes, scanning the block and making sure that none of Nershberg’s neighbors were out and about.

It was time to spring into action.

Will pulled the small tablet from his bag and connected it to the house’s security system on the front porch. He set his pack on one of the patio chairs and went to work.

The program did most of the hard calculations and guesswork, but it still took an expert to navigate it through even the most basic security systems. Fortunately, Will was experienced with the device; he coded the program himself. A tradesman is only as good as his tools, as his dad liked to say.

Will let the program hone in on the last number of the code while he gazed into the foyer. He couldn’t see much from his angle but still managed to spot the paw of a German Shepherd guard dog asleep in a big doggie bed.

He held his breath as the program finished and the front door cracked open. The thief waited and stared at the dog’s leg, watching to see if it moved.

Nothing happened.

Will sighed under his breath, the cold tendrils of fear receding. It had been tricky getting the sedative into the dog’s auto-feeding water bowl earlier that day, but it paid off. It was the first time he’d ever drugged an animal and he prayed it was the last.

He moved millimeters at a time, pushing open the front door and listening to the air within. Hard exhales of drunken snoring wafted up to him from the floor below. The thief had never heard such a sweet sound. Some of the tension in his shoulders melted away.

So far, so good.

Will spotted the painting that hid Nershberg’s safe as he turned the corner into the kitchen. It was a bizarre piece of art, depicting Pagliacci the sad clown sharing a joint with Sonic the Hedgehog. Will analyzed the craftsmanship, imagining the countless hours its creator must have spent working on it. He shook the thought away and lifted the frame off the wall.

The wall safe was concealed behind the painting, just as his casework said it would be. He lowered the frame, leaned it against the wall, then retrieved his tablet. He pulled out a few more attachments from his bag and used them to connect the electronic device to the safe’s lock.

Will smiled as he started the safe-cracking application. Jobs like this almost felt like cheating.

Will looked around the kitchen while the program did its thing. Part of him wanted to go to the cupboard and pour himself a shot of Nershberg’s tequila, but he decided against it.

Maybe a drink when I get home, he thought. Not until the job is done, though.

That kind of recklessness was the death of a thief’s career, and Will didn’t intend to retire just yet.

He examined some of the news clippings decorating the wall above the sink. They were all front-page pieces by Nershberg criticizing one corporation or another, or demanding action against a foreign autocrat. His focus seemed to be opinion—an angry opinion.

Will was in the middle of reading the journalist’s snide comments about a pro-war advocacy group when the tablet made a buzz. It was quieter than a whisper, but it still made him jump.

Calm down, he told himself. You’re almost done.

The program found the combination and the safe popped open like a bag of potato chips. He disconnected the device and pulled open the small metal door.

There were a few old VHS tapes, flash drives, and some petty cash arranged within. Will focused on the plastic box on the left.

Inside the box, as if on display at a museum, was a colorful rubber dildo. A small placard on the case declared that the sex toy was an authentic recreation—the last of its kind from a limited edition promotion. His client’s autograph was engraved at the bottom.

Will’s forehead wrinkled and his mouth fell open as he studied the strange curves and twists in the dildo’s shape. He wasn’t sure what he expected it to look like, but he was still shocked. He was almost in a trance, hypnotized by the bizarre rubber monstrosity.

He snapped out of it and pulled the plastic case out of the safe. It was the whole reason he was here, after all.

He started to lower it into his pack when a click came from behind him. The sound stole his breath and made him freeze. Will didn’t turn around right away, but he knew what caused the noise. He exhaled in defeat before spinning slowly.

“Hold it!” Nershberg shouted, his words slurring together. His pistol glinted in the moonlight.
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NERSHBERG raised the gun to eye level, unable to hold it steady. A light dusting of cocaine clung to his mustache and beard.

“Don’t move,” he snarled.

“Hey now,” Will said, his tone quiet and calm like he was trying to talk down an agitated panther. “Relax.”

“Shut up!” the journalist spat, sniffling. The gun swayed in his inebriated grip. “Who are you?”

“I’m just a guy, Jonah,” Will said. He raised his hands. “I’m not here to hurt you.”

“How do you know my name?” Nershberg asked, trying to keep his robe closed with his free hand and failing. “What do you want?”

“I’m here for this,” Will said, raising the plastic case for the journalist to see.

A look of recognition washed over Nershberg’s face, relaxing the creases.

“He hired you, didn’t he?” he asked.

Will nodded. He tried to remain as calm as possible. The last thing he needed was a panicking gunslinger.

Tears filled the journalist’s eyes. The pistol shook in his clammy hands. He sniffled again.

“You don’t understand,” he pleaded as if he were the one with a gun in his face. “You don’t know what he did.”

“It was your wife, right?” Will asked, remembering his briefing.

A look of indignation flashed in Nershberg’s eye.

“Ex-wife, I mean.”

“The liar!” Nershberg snarled, almost like a tic. “They were fucking for years, playing me for a chump! Then, when it all blew up and the tabloids got a hold of the story, he had the nerve to joke about it. On the red carpet! He thought it was funny! Now, the moment I get something over him he hires you to take it away from me.”

“I know, Jonah,” Will said.

He risked a few glances around, looking for something he could use to get out of this situation. A vase, a weapon, a jetpack—anything.

Nershberg shuddered and exhaled heavily through his strained throat.

“I already called the cops,” he said. “They’ll be here any minute.”

Dammit, Will thought. The jig is up.

“Look, Jonah, I’ll put it back,” the thief said, reaching into his pack. He froze in place when Nershberg tightened up his aim in response. “I’ll just go. I won’t even contact my client. Consider the job abandoned.”

The journalist’s eyes flitted around as he thought about the offer.

Will tried to imagine what was going on inside the man’s balding head. He knew his suggestion had to compete with emotions and drugs. Something in Nershberg’s eyes said he wanted to believe Will, that he didn’t want to punish the thief for taking the job.

“I dunno,” the journalist said. He lowered the gun an inch or two. “Why should I trust you?”

“I’ll blacklist the client,” Will replied. “If I’m arrested, he’ll just send someone else to finish the job—maybe someone messier than me. If you let me go, I can make sure no one in my network takes the job.”

The idea appeared to strike a chord with Nershberg. There was a moment when Will was certain he’d be allowed to leave.

A knock came at the door.

“Police!” a voice boomed.

Both men flinched at the sound.

Will closed his eyes and swallowed. It was too late now.

“Shit!” Nershberg cried, rubbing some of the powder off his panic-stricken face. “I forgot to hide my coke!”

Nershberg lurched toward the stairs. He only made it a yard or so before he drunkenly tripped over the framed painting of Pagliacci and Sonic. He didn’t see it in the dark.

The journalist let out a wheeze as he fell forward. His robe opened wide and rippled behind him. He reached forward and tried to catch himself before he hit the floor—forgetting the gun was in his hand.

A bang ripped through the air. Will ducked and covered his ringing ears.

He held his breath until he realized he had not been shot. He stood up straight and looked at the heap on the ground in front of him.

A pool of blood spilled out from a horrific hole in Nershberg’s head.

Will brought a gloved hand to his mouth. His eyes shot open wide, regarding the scene with absolute terror. The blood drained out of his extremities; he felt like he might faint.

He was so stunned by the sight of the journalist bleeding and twitching on the floor that he didn’t register the sound of shattering glass coming from the front door.

A beam of light washed over him. Then another, and another. He blinked in the blinding illumination and tried to shield his eyes.

“Freeze!” the same voice boomed again.

At least four police officers faced Will with guns drawn. It was hard to be sure through the blinding light.

“Hands up!”

Will threw his arms up in the air, the encased sex toy still in his clutch.

“What is that?” one of the cops shouted. “Drop it!”

“It’s just a dildo!” Will replied. He let it fall from his hand.

The silicone phallus dropped past his eyes and he wondered what his parents would think if they could see him now.

His heart sank as the blurred colors tumbled out of sight. The case cracked on the floor below.

A delicate click came from the dildo. The device began to vibrate.

Why the hell does it have batteries? Will wondered as two of the cops tackled him to the ground.

He offered no resistance. He felt like he was a spectator watching the scene from a million miles away. The handcuffs bit into the flesh around his wrists.

“Jesus,” the cop barking orders said, casting his flashlight over the dead man on the floor. He reached up and pressed the button on his radio. “Suspect in custody! We have one civilian shot—we need an ambulance right away!”

Will couldn’t hear what the people on the other line said as the police searched him. He could only focus on the colorful dildo, buzzing around in its cracked case just inches from his face.
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THE judge scowled at Will from high up in his chair where he sat above everyone else in the courtroom. He removed the thick-rimmed glasses from his face to rub the fatigue out of his eyes, then replaced them.

“Gitly,” the jury foreman announced, reading from a slip in his chubby little hand.

The judge raised an eyebrow, turning to meet the foreman’s eyes. The juror’s face grew a light shade of red.

“Sorry, ‘guilty.’ I mean ‘guilty,’ ” he corrected himself.

Babbling rose to a deafening level, but Will couldn’t hear it over the sound of his heart sinking. He knew there was never much of a chance in the first place, but there was a piece of him that held onto the hope that something groundbreaking would come out at the end of the trial and he’d be free to go. A deus ex machina; like he was the protagonist in a sitcom. That illusion dissolved as the verdict was read out.

I’ve ruined my life, Will decided.

His flesh grew cold and the color drained out from his hands. He thought he might be sick. All of the commotion around him—people talking and making shocked gasps—made him feel oddly like he was at a carnival. Everything was dizzying. The voices and babbling were muffled; indistinct.

Am I about to faint? Is this what fainting feels like?

He tossed his misty-eyed gaze over his shoulder to where his parents sat. They averted their eyes when they noticed his stare. His father said something to his mother, but there was no chance of hearing it over the ruckus. Will’s parents stood up together with their heads bowed low and shoulders slumped, then walked out of the courtroom.

Will felt like his heart was breaking. He didn’t need to hear their words to know why they left.

Panic gripped every muscle in his body as the judge pounded his gavel.

“Order!” the judge shouted, gazing sternly at the room as a whole.

There was a glaze of disappointment over his eyes, like a teacher who had to assert control over his students one too many times.

Will felt the moment slipping away from him. This was his last chance to do anything. It was now or a lifetime in prison.

“I didn’t do it!” he stammered.

“What was that?” asked the judge.

He adjusted his glasses and frowned down at Will.

“I said, I didn’t do it!” the defendant repeated, his voice a little stronger.

Panicked sobs tried to rise out of his throat, but he managed to choke them back with great effort.

“Please, your honor, it was an accident! All of it! Nershberg tripped and shot himself! You have to believe me!”

“Son, the only thing I have to do is serve our nation and die,” the judge replied.

There was a bit of guffawing from the seats, but it died down with a simple glare from the judge. He waited a few seconds once the courtroom fell silent.

“There is no evidence to redeem you here,” the judge explained. “If there were, you wouldn’t be sitting where you are today. You realize how red your hands were when police officers found you in Nershberg’s home, don’t you? They were red with the blood of an upstanding, well-to-do member of our community. A man is dead; a family sonless!”

Will struggled to form words.

“Your honor—”

“Do not interrupt me, you bloodthirsty coward!”

The judge practically foamed from the mouth.

“Killing an innocent man in his own home wasn’t enough either, was it? You had to murder the dog as well!”

“I didn’t mean to kill the dog!” Will cried out. “They were meant to be simple sedatives! I promise—I had no idea the poor little guy would have a bad reaction!”

“There was nothing simple about your attack, was there, Mr. Redeker?” the judge said, almost spitting Will’s name. “You could have just robbed the place, but that wouldn’t sate your sick bloodlust, would it? Is this how you get your kicks? Officers found you prepared to defile your victim’s corpse with a demonic sex toy—”

“That’s not what I was doing!”

The judge pounded his gavel. His gaze cut deeper than a depressed teenager.

“There will be no more interruptions from you, is that clear?” he demanded. “You come in here without a drop of remorse and try to gaslight the American justice system—to disgrace a grieving family? You may claim to be some kind, innocent victim, but that’s all just a facade, isn’t it? You’re no stranger to immorality, are you? Your record paints quite a checkered past. In light of your recent slaying, I am sickened to think about the people whose privacy you violated. Your crimes reigned chaos over our humble community.”

Will was taken aback. He was a career criminal—that much was true. Even so, he’d hardly label the occasional burglary and data breach as “reigning chaos.” The way the judge put it, Will was worse than Osama bin Laden.

“Scum like you are why we have the book, Mr. Redeker,” the judge continued. “That’s why I’m going to be throwing it at you today. Someone as callous as you deserves to be made an example of. I hereby sentence you to life in prison.”

He pounded his gavel again. The sharp rap of wood-on-wood echoed throughout the chamber.

Will felt the edges of his vision grow dark. His head felt like it was boycotting the blood from his heart.

“Isn’t there—isn’t there usually another trial first?” Will asked, his voice weak. “No one gets sentenced in the same trial as a verdict—”

“I told you not to speak out of turn, Mr. Redeker!” the judge boomed, pointing his gavel at the defendant like an executioner’s sword.

He turned to the bailiff.

“Remove this garbage from my courtroom.”

The crowd erupted into a cacophony of babbling as the bailiff approached Will. He offered no resistance, but they still gripped him like he’d bolt at any moment.

This isn’t happening, Will thought. This can’t be happening.

But it was.
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WILL sat on the edge of his flimsy cot, his face buried in his hands, trying to figure out where everything went wrong.

Taking the Nershberg job was a mistake. That was clear. It went deeper, though. Things really started to go downhill for him around the time David Bowie died.

Yeah, he thought. That had to be it.

No, another voice in his head argued. The story goes even further back.

Taking his first burglary job was his big error. He had just been a teenager then, and robbing a store in the mall didn’t seem like such a big deal. He was taking from “the Man,” anyway; like a shitty Robin Hood. Pigeon Hood, maybe.

It was all just a bit of fun, really—just something to do. He didn’t need it to meet his bills.

Now look at him.

The consequences of his actions grew to match them as he got older. What seemed like a mongoloid prank one day became an orchestrated operation the next. As he got better at stealing and his bank account inflated, he got riskier with his money. Gambling, investments, girlfriends; all wonderful things when someone who knows what the hell they’re doing is in charge.

When one is young and stupid—and boy, was Will stupid—they want to risk it all, even if their heart’s not up to the challenge. One failure triggered a cascading descent and then he lost it all. He had to take out hefty loans just to stay afloat—and not the kind one gets from the bank downtown.

He used to view his talents as a blessing; the beginning of a luxurious lifestyle. He was a prisoner to his career before he knew it, though. If he didn’t keep breaking the law, some big men would come after him and break his legs. It wasn’t hard to pick which he’d prefer.

Now he was an actual prisoner. Everyone was gone; there was no one left in his corner.

What I’d give for another chance, he thought. I’d probably just screw that up, too, though.

Actually, he mused, it was being born that fucked everything up. What a dumb idea that was.

He grieved for himself, then was overcome by crushing guilt for being so self-absorbed.

He was inconsolable.

You better pull yourself together before they move you to the big house, he thought. You can’t let them see you like this. There’s no telling what they’ll do to you.

He felt like he might vomit. The idea of wearing paper-thin clothing and sleeping in a cell with a stranger, looking over his shoulder every minute of the day—it didn’t sound like a lot of fun. The reality of his situation was too deep and dark for him to wrap his brain around.

Why should I be special? he asked himself, trying not to cry like a baby with a full diaper. Lots of people have their lives ruined every day. At least I got to ruin my own life. At least, deep down, I know I’m not really a murderer.

That’s another thing I should keep to myself once they move me to prison.

Oh God, he thought as panic clutched at his chest. Is prison anything like it is in the movies? If I act like they do in a prison scene, but that’s not how they behave in real life, I’ll look like a jackass. People get stabbed for less.

Maybe that’s all just an urban legend invented by the media, he hoped. Maybe prison isn’t so bad. It could be like a summer camp that I just have to stay at for the rest of my life. Perhaps they have sporting clubs with competitions and tournaments and whatnot. I could get into fencing! I could even run track if the prison doesn’t happen to have a fencing department.

Who am I kidding? I’m screwed.

Will covered his face with his hands, curling up as the panic took over. He never felt like he’d be safe again. He wanted his mommy.

The rest of the inmates along the cell block were sound asleep.

At least I have that to be grateful for, he thought.

The convict was so immersed in his crippling depression that he almost didn’t notice the silver-haired gentleman sitting on the other side of his cot like he was waiting on a bus-stop bench.

Will met the stranger’s gaze with a sniffle. Ethereal gold light emanated from the man’s eye sockets like little beacons.

The prisoner’s brain was stuck processing. He looked back down at the floor again before what he’d seen hit him.

The inmate was on his feet like the crack of a whip.

A startled wheeze leaked out of his throat and he threw up his hands. He couldn’t decide if he wanted to shield himself or get ready to fight.

The old man parted his short, dense beard with a smile. He undid the top button of his indigo smoking coat in order to let it hang better.

“Hello there,” he said, the light from his eyes flickering. “What would you say to playing a game?”
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“WHO are you?” Will asked, bracing himself for an attack.

“Me? I’m just an old man,” the stranger replied.

Will blinked at the silver-haired man.

There was a comforting homespun charm about him, like he might whip out a pipe at any moment and talk about how hard it was to get to school in his day. His face was wrinkled and his hair grayed, but he didn’t look much older than sixty.

“How’d you get in here?” Will asked.

He looked around to see if any of the other inmates had woken up.

Where were the guards?

“I just wished myself here, and here I am,” replied the old man.

“I don’t understand,” Will said.

He lowered his hands an inch or two, perceiving no immediate threat from the stranger.

“What would you do if you had a wish?” the old man asked, ignoring Will’s statement. “Where would you go?”

Will furrowed his brow.

Was there a gas leak in the jail or something? Did someone slip something into his cornbread?

“It’s a big question,” said the old man with a patronizing, contemplative tone. He rattled a knuckle against the metal bars behind them. “I’m sure you can think of a few things you’d like to change, though.”

“Eh?”

“Your freedom, perhaps?”

“My freedom?” Will repeated as if the term was foreign to him. “What the fuck are you talking about? What the fuck is happening right now?”

The old man glanced at the sleeping men in the other cell across the aisle from them.

“Maybe you don’t want to leave this all behind,” he continued with the air of a monologue rather than genuine conversation. “If I were you, I’d want to get out of here by any means possible. It’s dreary—dreadful—an all-around bummer, basically. It’s got no vibe. And I can only imagine what the prison is going to be like. What do you say?”

Will didn’t reply. The gears in his head spun aimlessly, gaining no traction.

Was he still asleep? It sure didn’t feel like it.

“I came here to offer you an opportunity,” the stranger said. “A chance to not only get out of this sad situation but to do something more, something bigger than yourself. In short, I was hoping you’d want to play a game.”

The old man stretched his legs out in front of him.

Will hesitated. He wasn’t sure he heard the words right.

“Game?” he asked.

“My, you certainly are good at repeating words I’ve said,” the stranger said. He chuckled. “Yes, a game. This is a very special game, though; an otherworldly, transcendental experience called Which Where. If you say yes, it might be the most interesting thing anyone from your planet has ever participated in. This is a one-in-an-infinity opportunity. You can’t picture it, can you? That doesn’t matter. All you need to know is that it’s a far cry from all of this. You’ll also find that it’s your only hope of escaping your fate. I am offering you the only out you will ever get.”

Will thought.

He didn’t like the stranger’s casual candor. The old man’s words were vague and he spoke in riddles. It felt like there was a deeper meaning Will just couldn’t seem to grasp.

“You don’t believe me,” the old man said, reading Will’s face.

“I don’t know,” Will replied. His body finally relaxed, but he remained on his feet. “As far as I know, you’re just a figment of my imagination. I mean, look at your eyes, dude.”

Could I be seeing things? Is this all a delusional episode? Just a lame attempt by a fractured psyche to cope with its situation? Am I already such a lost cause that I’m hallucinating strange old men?

“Maybe I can sway you with a demonstration,” the old man said.

His lips tightened, but the good-natured wrinkles remained around his glowing eyes.

He snapped his fingers.

The thief felt something change about his arms. He looked down and jumped back with a gasp. He raised his hands in front of his face—only, they weren’t hands anymore. Two penguin heads chattered at each other, attached to Will’s arms from the wrist up.

He screamed and shook his hands, trying to dispel the illusion as if his hands were covered in a layer of dust.

The penguins seemed dizzy and angry when he brought them back up to his face. The one on the left tried to peck at Will’s nose but he pulled away before its short black beak closed on him. The one on the right mistook the attack and turned to bite the other penguin.

Little quacks and squawks erupted from Will’s hands. He spread his arms and pulled the fighting penguins apart but they continued to bicker at each other.

“What the fuck?” Will cried.

He stared wide-eyed past his penguin-hands at the old man on the cot.

The stranger chuckled.

“Adorable, aren’t they?” he asked.

He snapped his fingers again without waiting for an answer and the penguins vanished. Will was left with his boring normal hands.

“What just happened?” Will asked.

Whatever annoyance he felt dissolved, replaced by a sense of fear and wonder.

Did I just witness magic? he asked himself. Is this man a wizard come to whisk me off to Hogwarts?

“Just a glimpse into another reality,” the old man answered. He bit back on his tongue like he was trying to keep from laughing before he could finish telling a joke. “One in which people have penguins instead of hands.”

“Another reality?” Will said.

He felt stupid repeating key phrases back at the man but his brain didn’t lend him the power to do much else. He was a little worried that his hands would transform back into bickering penguins at any moment.

“Another version of everything,” the old man explained. “It will make much more sense once you decide to play the game, my lad. Which Where is more than the greatest contest ever conceived; it’s a quest through the strangest planes of the multiverse to discover the true nature of reality! It is bigger than anything you could possibly imagine.”

The magical man with the silver beard reached in his coat and pulled out a gold coin. Florescent lighting glinted off the token and his toothy grin. He flicked the piece of gold over to the bewildered prisoner.

 “All I need to know is: are you in?” he asked.

Will blinked down at the coin. It was dense and impossibly shiny. A bizarre caricature of the stranger offering a thumbs-up was imprinted on both sides.

He peered at the sleeping inmates, who were seemingly deaf to the exchange. He soaked in the scene, tracing the cracks in the drab concrete walls. The cold air tasted stale and left a shiver along his back. The only warmth seemed to emanate from the gold disc in his hand.

Deep down, he knew that cell was as good as it would get if he stayed. It would only get worse from here.

“How do I know I can trust you?” Will asked.

He didn’t want to sound wary or paranoid, but it wasn’t exactly easy to believe that fate was cutting him a break. That wasn’t the universe he knew.

“You don’t,” the old man replied, his smile unwavering. “That’s part of the fun, though!”

Will didn’t answer. He wasn’t sure what to say or even how to articulate his inability to speak. He pondered, shaking his head.

It all had to be a trick, he thought. Karma has come to play one last nasty prank on me.

The stranger’s beacon-like eyes slid away from Will to the rest of the cell.

“I can see you’ve got a lot to think about,” he started, putting his hands on his knees. He pulled himself up to a standing position with a massive groan. “Here’s what I’ll say: if you want to leave this all behind and start again as a player in the most magnificent game ever conceived of, give me a signal.”

“How?”

“You’ve got my token there,” said the beacon-eyed fellow. “You can trade it, toss it away, or just forget about it and your life will continue on the way it normally would. If you want in, though, I gotta know you want it. Why don’t you—” he looked around the cell, then locked eyes on the toilet, “—give yourself a swirly?”

“What?” Will asked, finding his voice again.

“You know—dunk your head in and flush. That sort of thing. What, were you never bullied as a child?”

“But, why?”

“To let me know that you want to play, of course.”

“Wouldn’t it be better if I did, I dunno, anything else?” Will argued. “I could just announce that I want to play aloud if it’s all the same, couldn’t I?”

The stranger laughed.

“It’s not that simple, lad. No, a swirly will be just fine,” the old man said. Will was about to retort when the stranger cut him off and added, “You have twenty-four hours to decide. Ta-ta!”

He snapped his fingers and was gone in the blink of an eye.

Will stood alone in his cell, staring at the empty air where the stranger had been. He glanced down at the gold coin, then the toilet. He shook his head and sat back down on the cot, gazing at the stains on the ceiling above him, unsure if he was in a dream or just going insane.

He pinched himself and winced in pain.

“Well, that’s disconcerting,” Will said.








7

SUFFICED to say, Will didn’t get much sleep that night. He was exhausted, yes—both physically and emotionally—but he could do little more than lie on his thin cot and think.

He started to question his sanity as his buttocks fell asleep against the hard concrete beneath the bedding.

The encounter with the strange old man couldn’t be real, surely.

It was a hard memory to recall, as if he was trying to summon the scene from the depths of a distant dream. Perhaps he drifted off at some point during his frantic worrying. Maybe it was all a strange fantasy. Possibly a nightmare?

He couldn’t decide.

It felt so real, though—the man, his regal attire, the penguin heads—all of it. He knew it sounded preposterous but his hands really felt like arctic birds. It was impossible to describe, but somewhere within himself, he knew a dream just couldn’t simulate that level of detail. Sure, the dreamer is fooled amid their slumber, but never once they woke up.

Yet here he was: awake, uncertain. The scene didn’t fade.

So it’s madness, is it?

He felt resigned to the notion, relieved even. How nice it would be to just acknowledge that he wasn’t in control, sit back, and label any misfortunes as a symptom of his sickness. Events that couldn’t be helped.

It was rather freeing. Freeing—and frightening.

Will felt something under one of his buttcheeks. He groaned as he pried the little nuisance out and lifted it up to see.

It was the golden disc, a little larger than a United States quarter, with the strange old man’s likeness grinning up at him.

His heart froze. The whole thing was real. That, or his hallucinations were getting pretty elaborate.

Hours dragged by as his mind raced. Even that became tiresome after a while.

Loneliness stabbed at Will’s heart. He reached up and clutched at his chest as if to massage the emotion away.

Insanity was isolating. A madman usually abandons his responsibilities and creates a disconnect between himself and his peers. No one can understand a crazy man; at least, not the way a crazy man understands himself.

A sigh escaped his lips.

Not that I’d have much opportunity to make friends, he thought. Not where I’m going.

He shuddered as he imagined his future life in prison for what seemed to be the thousandth time. He thought about the lack of privacy that paired so ironically with the crippling sense of isolation. It would be like he was sitting in a waiting room for an appointment that would never come. He would live each day with the fear of not knowing what indiscretion would get him a shiv in the chow line…or worse.

Maybe they’ll leave me alone because I’m crazy, Will reasoned. They’ll say, “Don’t mess with that guy—he once thought his hands were penguins!”

A wave of dread poured over him like a glob of paint sliding down the canvas.

If he was so crazy, maybe he misremembered the night of the botched job. Maybe he did kill Nershberg. He believed in his heart of hearts that he was innocent and only there for the blackmail, but he would say the same about the old man, his gold token, and the penguins—and those obviously weren’t real. They couldn’t be.

Right?

Yet, the coin was in the palm of his hand.

The mind can imagine anything, he told himself.

Footsteps came from down the hall.

Will hid the golden token in his shoe, sat up, and watched two police officers weave their way through the bar-lined corridor towards his cell. He knew before they turned that they were there for him.

Time to face the music, I guess.

The cell door clanked open. Neither cop entered the cell, looking down at the prisoner with bored expressions.

“Ready to go to State, Redeker?” the ginger cop on the right asked.

Will told his body to move, to sit upright and face them, but it just wouldn’t respond.

“Come on, now,” the cop on the left urged him.

The prisoner finally found the willpower to bring himself up to a standing position and face the officers. Will felt the instinct to reach down and grab his belongings, but he didn’t have any belongings to bring. He didn’t even have the shirt on his back—that belonged to the county.

Just the secret coin in his shoe.

“Redeker?” the ginger cop asked.

Both officers looked annoyed at Will’s tortoise-like pace.

This is it, Will thought. The last trip I get to make.

Something gripped his heart. A strange feeling arose as a response to the crushing defeat enshrouding him.

This is it.

Will spun around without a second thought, dropped to his knees, and plunged his head into the toilet bowl. He reached up and fumbled with the lever for a second before he got it to flush.

Tepid toilet water swirled into his nostrils, rushing along his lips and into his ears. The air was sucked out of his lungs. He didn’t know how long he had to endure it, but he went until he needed to come up for air.

The smell of stale urine and moldy water filled his nose as he gasped for air. A good liter of toilet water sloshed onto the floor, the rest clinging to his hair and dripping down under his collar.

“Whoa, man,” one of the cops said.

The other one furrowed his brow at Will, confusion deepening the wrinkles on his face.

Will sat on the floor, sputtering through the water on his face to catch a breath. His respiration slowly returned to a normal rhythm. He could still feel the token in his shoe but everything was still. Nothing happened. All he was left with was the cops’ confused stares and the odor in his hair.

Of course, he thought. That’s the universe I know. I was crazy to think it would work.

At least now I know for sure.

“What the fuck did I just watch?” the redheaded cop asked. “Why’d you do that?”

Will didn’t offer an explanation. He didn’t even meet their eyes.

“You wanna cuff him?” the other cop asked his comrade, his mustache moving like a caterpillar as he spoke. “He’s obviously not right in the head.”

“Sure,” the other cop replied, pulling the handcuffs from his belt. “Should we mention this at intake? He might need some kind of special help.”

You can say that again, Will thought.

 The officer circled Will and restrained his wrists behind his back. The other cop came over and the pair of them helped the prisoner back up to his feet, but he was too broken to stay on them. They tried three times to get him to stand on his own before agreeing to just carry him out.

“Come on, man, don’t be a dick,” the cop with the mustache said, heaving Will up by his shoulders.

Will didn’t respond. He felt separate from his body—trapped in his despair, locked away from the rest of the world.

Better get used to that feeling, he told himself.
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WILL sat in the back of the van, frowning. His hair still dripped with toilet water.

He hopped a couple of inches above the unsecured bench as the van made a turn and caught the edge of a curb. He did his best to ignore the bump. He was upset with reality; he didn’t want to give it the satisfaction of acknowledging it.

All this time, I’ve been crazy and I had no idea, he thought sourly. What else have I done, covered up by fake memories and poor interpretations? Maybe each time I thought I was playing with my friends as a child, I was actually tormenting them. Maybe I didn’t have any friends at all—maybe they were all just in my head.

Is everything in my head?

Will looked up at the ceiling of the van, staring at a bit of rust in the far corner.

Is anything real?

He could feel the stranger’s coin in his shoe. He wanted to reach down and pull it out, make sure it was still there and confirm that he wasn’t crazy. He didn’t want to risk the officers seeing it and taking it away, though.

The two cops made small talk in the front of the vehicle while Will had an existential episode in the back.

“Alright, alright, I’ve got a good one,” the redheaded officer said, smiling with a premature laugh. “Would you rather kill a puppy with your bare hands—I mean, really choke the life out of it—or fuck it?”

“What?” the other officer replied. “What kinda messed up question is that?”

“It’s a hypothetical,” the first one said. “A choice between two horrible options. But say you had to pick one.”

“Shit, wouldn’t both options kill the puppy? Or, you know, at least seriously injure it?”

“In this scenario, we’ll say it isn’t hurt if you choose…that option.”

“I didn’t say I would!” the mustachioed cop protested. “I’m just making sure I know the details before I commit a crime against nature.”

“Fair enough.”

The two of them thought for a moment. Will stopped his snowballing train of dark, scary thoughts to listen to the disgusting debate.

“Nah—I’d have to kill the puppy,” the second cop said after a full minute of silence. “I’m sorry, but I just can’t do it. That puppy’s gotta die.”

“Really?” the first cop asked with a tone of shock. “You’d kill an adorable little fuzzball—with your bare hands, remember—rather than take one for the team?”

“Damn straight.”

“Well, I think that’s selfish.”

“Selfish?” the mustachioed cop retorted. “You’re saying you’d do it? You’d fuck a puppy?”

“I mean, if it’s between that and killing it, I guess I would have to say yes.”

“This is some messed up shit, man,” the second cop said. “I’m learning all kinds of things about you I never wanted to.”

The ginger officer’s face became red.

“I’m not saying I want to fuck a puppy—but compared to murder, I’d say it’s the lesser evil.”

“What about the trauma, man?”

“Me or the dog?”

“Both!”

“Well, yeah, it’d take some therapy and whatnot to get over it, but at least I wouldn’t be a murderer,” the first cop said, casting a judgmental glance back at Will.

“You’d be a puppy fucker!”

“And I’d wear that title with pride. I’d be like a martyr.”

“A martyr? What the fuck are you on, man?”

“Could you two please stop talking!” Will shouted from the back of the van. “Just shut up! Talk about something else! Anything else! For the love of God!”

The air inside the vehicle grew thick with malcontent. A moment of silence passed while Will wondered if he should have kept his mouth shut.

“You know, I don’t remember inviting you to the conversation, douchebag!” the ginger cop yelled, staring in the mirror at Will.

“Yeah, why don’t you shut up!” his partner said.

Will buried his head in his hands. Regardless of the retorts and the insults, he got them to stop talking.

If this is all just part of my madness, he told himself, I’m gonna be pissed off. Surely I can imagine some better conversation.

“Oh, oh, I got another one,” the redheaded officer said.

“Here we go,” the other cop commented with a sigh.

“Say you have the ability to bring anyone back from the dead—anyone you want,” the cop started. “The only catch is you have to have sex with the corpse first. Would you do it—and to who?”

The other cop turned to his partner for a moment, taking his eyes off the road to scowl in disgust.

“What is wrong with you, man?”

“What? Come on, it’s just a question,” the first cop said.

The other officer had no time to answer, which Will counted as a blessing. That was only due to an ear-shattering crash that rocked the van, however.

Will thought that was rather unfortunate.

He slammed into the window separating him from the cabin and the world sunk away into blackness.
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EVERYTHING was quiet as Will’s vision returned, like someone had switched off his ears. His forehead throbbed and a sharp pain radiated through his neck.

He was wedged up against a corner. Shattered bits of glass were scattered about the vehicle’s interior like New Year’s confetti.

A groan escaped his lips as he tried to pull himself up. He fought against gravity until a tug at his wrist reminded him that he was still handcuffed. Even if he were unrestrained, the collision knocked all sense of up and down out of him. He knew he’d collapse like Bambi on ice if he stood up too fast.

A thin trail of blood trickled into his eye.

He pushed himself up until his back was pressed against the wall. The effort took all the energy he had, so he needed a moment to breathe before he could lift himself any farther.

With a twist and a pained wheeze, he turned to see out the front of the van.

The two police officers were slumped in their seats, held upright by their seatbelts. Will wasn’t sure if they were alive or dead until one of them—the driver—began to stir. Low groans leaked out of the cop as he started to come to. The more conscious he became, the more pained his breathing sounded.

Smoke billowed out from the hood of the van. It obscured anything beyond the vehicle, concealing them in a thick toxic cloud. A light breeze played with the smoke, blowing a pocket of it away just long enough for Will to see a figure approaching.

Will squinted. His head still rang, but the sounds around him became clearer with each passing second.

The form belonged to a man in a brown leather jacket, who walked toward the van with wide, confident strides. The man didn’t seem concerned about the accident or anyone involved; he wasn’t bewildered by the suddenness of the crash. He moved with purpose.

“Wha—what—who—?” the conscious cop tried to speak. His senses returned to him as he noticed the man in the leather jacket. “Hol—hold it!”

The stranger didn’t slow one bit. As he closed in on the van, he reached down to a holster on his hip and pulled out a weapon. At first, Will thought it was a revolver or maybe a strange taser. There was something unusual about its shape, though, like it was just a child’s toy—a stage prop. It was bulbous and colorful like an old-fashioned squirt gun.

“Whoa—hey now!” the cop shouted.

He raised his hands, instinctively trying to shield himself.

It was too late.

The stranger in the leather jacket pointed the weapon at the police officer and fired. A golden beam of light erupted from the gun and connected with the cop’s face.

Will flinched, expecting to be splattered with a Pollock painting of gore. Instead, there was a blinding flash and the weapon deactivated; the cop was gone.

Two gallons of whole milk and a carton of eggs sat in the driver’s seat instead.

Will froze, his eyes glued onto the groceries.

That didn’t just happen, did it? There’s no way—it’s not possible. His eyes must be playing tricks on him, just like they had with the old man’s invitation.

This was all just another part of his madness, he was sure. Was it going to be like this for the rest of his life? Can he not enjoy a simple ride to prison without his mind fucking with him? Can a man get no peace from himself?

Will locked eyes with the shooter. A delicate smirk curled the stranger’s lips and his eyes widened with recognition like he spotted a friend across a crowded room.

He continued to stroll past the driver-side door towards the back of the van, where Will sat handcuffed to his seat.

The prisoner listened, following the footsteps as they circled the vehicle and arrived at the double doors in the rear. Will trembled as the man stopped. He held his breath.

Who is this guy?? Will wondered. Is he here for me?

Will let out a rat-like squeal as the door handle turned and sunlight poured into the van. He looked away, trying to make himself small.

If only there was something to hide behind—if only he wasn’t tethered to the bench!

The man appeared as a silhouette in the bright light. Both doors creaked open, allowing fresh air to flow inside.

Will squinted in the light.

“You Will Redeker?” the stranger asked, the bizarre weapon still in his grip.

Will looked at the gun.

What was it? Was the cop dead, or was he just groceries from now on? Either way, the prisoner didn’t want to be on the wrong side of the barrel.

“Please!” Will cried, trying to shield himself with his free arm. “I don’t want to be eggs!”

“Are you Will?” repeated the man, frustrated. “Answer me!”

“Yes!” Will replied. “Please don’t hurt me!”

The man in the leather jacket raised the odd gun, pointing it at Will. The prisoner trembled, squeezing his eyes shut and awaiting his fate. He heard the weapon fire, sensed the glow of the beam through his eyelids—but he was still human. He was still alive.

He opened his eyes to see a swarm of butterflies fluttering away from his wrist towards the daylight outside. The handcuffs were gone. He was free.

“Sweet,” the stranger said, smiling as he holstered the gun. “Come on.”

Will looked between the man in the leather jacket and his wrist. If he wasn’t crazy, then the stranger was more dangerous than he could understand. Panic coursed through his veins. The convict was certain this was the end for him.

He never wanted to go to prison so badly in his life.

The man in the leather jacket stepped up and climbed into the van. Will scooted away, keeping his fear-stricken eyes locked on the stranger.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” the man said. He stepped forward.

“No!” Will shouted. His vocabulary was stunted by fear. “Get away!”

“We can do this the hard way if you want.”

They stared at each other, both waiting for one to make the first move. The stranger lurched forward. Will kicked at him, pressing against the wall.

“Come on! Don’t be a little bitch!”

“Leave me alone!” Will screamed, his voice tearing slightly.

Part of him worried he was going to soil himself; the other part was certain he already had.

The man in the leather jacket seized him, dodging the prisoner’s flailing hands and grasping his collar. With a massive tug, Will was brought to his feet. The momentum sent him staggering forward, led out of the van by the stranger’s firm grip.

“Please don’t kill me!” Will cried, trying to fight against his captor. “Oh God, I don’t want to die!”

“Good, then maybe you’ll be reasonable and listen,” the stranger said. “The old man sent me. He said you’d be expecting me—though maybe that was just another one of his jokes.”

Will was confused. His words failed him as he was dragged away from the vehicle, out onto the street.

The van had crashed on an overpass, somewhere along the interstate. Long lines of traffic honked and shouted at them from either side of the freeway. Will was dizzy, but not too dizzy to notice the enormous spaceship parked across the lanes.

His jaw dropped. Surely this was another hallucination; the whole scene must be.

It all had to be a mad dream. Deep down, though, he knew better.

The ship was about the size of the average passenger jet—or, as Will imagined, roughly comparable to a whale. The front end—at least, what Will assumed was the front—was oval-shaped, like an almond. It made up the bulk of the ship, connected to two engines by a sort of waist. The engines were cylindrical, not unlike the rocket thrusters used to send a space shuttle into orbit.

A ramp extended from the vessel’s belly, touching down just between the two engines, which purred in the morning air. The sun glinted off the side of the ship’s slick orange-and-silver paint job.

Will had never seen anything like it.

The man in the leather jacket pulled the prisoner across the asphalt, towards the ramp. Will was too tired to keep fighting, too distracted by the sight of the ship to do more than follow.

He snapped out of it when they reached the ramp. Without a second thought, he turned and tried to run away.

The stranger stopped him with an outstretched arm.

Will found his voice.

“What do you and the old man want? Who are you?” he asked.

“I’m Captain Billyn Stryke,” the man in the leather jacket said, stepping behind Will and pushing him up the ramp. “And you—you’re the newest crewmate of the Oddstar.”

Taken aback, Will gasped, “What?”

He tried to dig in his heels, but the stranger was too strong. Before he knew it, they were inside the vessel.

The ramp lifted and sealed out the daylight.
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WILL pounded against the sloped wall where the opening had just been. The metal didn’t budge a single nanometer; the seams remained flawless.

“Calm down,” Captain Stryke urged. He stepped back to give his guest room to breathe.

“Let me go!” Will wheezed, on the verge of hyperventilating. “I don’t want whatever you’re selling!”

“I’m not selling anything,” the man in the leather jacket said. “You’re not a captive. If you want to go, you can go.”

Will paused and eyed the stranger with suspicion.

“Really?” he asked.

“Sure,” Stryke replied. “You were on your way to prison, right? I can drop you off on my way outta here if you want.”

Will’s face fell. The true nature of his predicament struck him like a tsunami. He had only two options: trust a stranger with a spaceship or serve a lifetime in prison.

It was a hard decision, if he had to be honest.

He looked around what appeared to be the ship’s cargo hold. There were a few crates of supplies and tools stacked up in one corner. The chromatic, featureless floor was empty otherwise.

Metal stairs led up to a catwalk on the opposite side of the bay, climbing over a sealed doorway. An enormous machine sat at the top of the flight, wires and tubes sprawling out from it like the tentacles of a robotic squid. It looked a bit like a generator that a construction crew might use to power their lights for nighttime work.

Will frowned.

He didn’t like being stuck between two shitty choices, but what could he do? He knew how little he wanted to go to prison—maybe the strange man and his strange ship were the lesser punishment.

It was a gamble, but he didn’t want to grow old, wondering if he made the wrong choice from his prison cell.

“Where are we?” he asked, allowing his shoulders to relax. He kept his knees bent if he needed to make a speedy escape, though—just in case.

“Like I said, the Oddstar,” Captain Stryke answered. “It’s my ship.”

“Right,” Will said.

The response did nothing to answer his questions. He yanked off his shoe and fished out the golden coin.

“And you work for the weird old guy? The one who gave me this token—the one from my prison cell?”

The captain nodded.

“Work for, tormented by—however you want to put it,” he started. “Calls himself the Game Master.”

“The Game Master?” Will sounded ridiculous repeating the title. “So, this is all part of some weird contest? And we’re on a team together? What are we supposed to do?”

Stryke reached into his jacket and pulled out an identical gold disc.

“It’s simple. He wants us to play his game.”

Will looked down at his own token.

At least I’m not the only one, he thought.

“What game?” Will asked.

The name was on the tip of his tongue, but he couldn’t recall it.

“Which Where,” Stryke said, the words coming out with a tinge of disdain. “Consider this the pre-game exercise. I’m assembling my team, and you’re my first recruit. You’re gonna help me gather the others.”

Will wasn’t sure if he ought to be flattered or threatened.

Was this a rescue mission, or a kidnapping?

A sense of dread and confusion filled him.

What if prison was the better option?

Will shook his head.

He couldn’t entertain such silly notions—not yet. Not while his blood was coursing with adrenaline. There were so many questions he wanted to ask, but the words were passengers on a train, all trying to get through the door at the same time.

“Why me?”

“I don’t know. Ask the Game Master,” replied the captain. He slipped the golden token back into his pocket. “He’s the one who picked you out. I’m just following the roster he gave me—which says that you’re supposed to be my new computers specialist.”

Stryke gave the Earthling a moment to process everything. He scratched his head and turned away as the silence grew.

Will looked around the ship’s interior. The world around him seemed to spin. He caught himself against the wall and looked up at the lights.

After a minute or two, he started to calm down. His breathing returned to normal.

The captain tried to ignore his guest’s fit, but the awkwardness was plain on his face.

Will was still for a moment, then Stryke asked, “Wanna see the rest of the ship? Come on; I’ll give you the tour. You know—once you can stand up straight.”

Will didn’t want to say no to the man in the leather jacket. Not only did he want to avoid going to prison, he also wanted to avoid being turned into butterflies or milk.

When he stepped away from the wall and managed to stay upright without collapsing, he nodded at the captain.

“Great,” Stryke said, clapping his hands together and spinning around. “Follow me.”

Stryke marched up the metal stairs to the large device at the top.

Will was right—it was a generator. According to the captain, it powered all of the ship’s electrical systems as well as its primary flight controls. It extracted energy from the nearest star via solar panels hidden throughout the hull, which is then distributed to the twin engines.

Stryke turned and stomped back down the stairs.

With a hiss, the door under the generator opened as they approached. They ascended a short set of stairs and passed through another door that opened at their presence.

Will’s eyes winced at the stark whiteness of the short, wide corridor they found themselves in.

At least ten doors lined the walls, two on either side of the cargo bay entrance and the other eight evenly spaced out along the length of the hallway. In the center of the hall was a cylindrical chamber made of thick, translucent plastic that stretched from floor to ceiling.

“This is the ship’s ejection chamber,” Stryke said, putting a hand against the curved plastic surface. “Useful for getting rid of stuff we don’t need—or making a quick getaway.

“Anyway—the tour continues. Follow me; I think you’ll dig the lounge.”

Stryke led the way through the automatic door on the right into a wide, horseshoe-shaped room with an identical door at the other end. Triangular windows broke up the walls on opposite sides of the lounge, which were opaque and blocked out the world outside.

In the middle of the horseshoe climbed a raised kitchen. It was built atop three polished faux-granite tiers that Will assumed spanned just above the passage into the cargo bay.

A semi-circular segmented couch dominated the left side of the lounge, surrounding a polished coffee table. Will could see himself spending some time on the plump couch cushions after the discomfort of his cell. He rubbed his shoulder, remembering the cot he’d been sleeping on for weeks.

The sofa sat before a large television screen embedded in the wall. Just off the farthest end of the couch was a strange square device between two chairs. It looked like a futuristic table, except for the flickering cyan image of a holographic chessboard that was projected just above its surface.

A long oval table was set up on the other half of the chamber, four swiveling chairs attached to either side. It was bare and sterile, sending pictures of stiff boardroom meetings through Will’s imagination. Just behind the table was a row of eight lockers, standing just a few inches taller than the escaped prisoner.

The Earthling blinked at the contraption in the far corner. It appeared to be a hospital bed with an inclined back that rested against a mechanical donut like a futuristic MRI machine. Spider-like robotic arms hovered just above the bed, each clinging onto a different medical implement.

Stryke noticed Will gawking at the device.

“That’s the autodoc,” the man in the leather jacket explained. “The Oddstar’s computer uses it for checkups and medical issues too complex for an emergency medkit. Don’t worry; it’s my job to make sure we don’t need to use it more than we have to.”

Will didn’t say anything.

He turned his attention to the kitchen space in the middle of the room. Three tiers up, the kitchenette had a refrigerator, a sink, granite-like countertops, and a kitchen island. It looked like there were three ovens stacked atop each other, built into the wall between the two lounge doors. Will didn’t recognize any of the illuminated controls or dials that covered them.

“It all works,” Stryke commented. “Even the autochef, if you’re feeling lazy.”

“It’s incredible,” Will said.

His furrowed brow and narrowed gaze didn’t match his words. It was like he was waiting for a backdrop to fall away and reveal that he was really in some alien prison ship.

Stryke regarded his new crewmate for a moment, then turned away without a word. The two of them left out of the other door, emerging back into the hallway.

They peeked through the doors along the walls, examining the tiny dorm-sized rooms behind them. They were devoid of any decor or character. Each was furnished with a simple bed and a desk, both of which appeared to be mass-produced. The rooms were large enough to fit a small car in; nothing Will would be hosting any parties in.

They finally went through the big double doors at the end of the hall that led to the ship’s bridge.

Will froze for a moment, his lips parting as he took in the abundance of stimuli that brought the chamber to life.

Dim holographic lights danced over command consoles and an array of workstations. Three enormous screens filled the wall at the opposite end. The large one in the center was flanked on either side by screens that stretched along the sloped side walls. They were dark and dormant like in the lounge.

The hum of the idle engines traveled through the metal floor and through the Earthling’s body. A stripe of electrical illumination cast a cozy yellow light over the bridge, running along where the walls met the ceiling.

“Each station serves a purpose,” Stryke started. He gestured at the two workstations closest to them, just across from each other with an aisle between them. “On the right is communications. The left is your station. From there you’ll manage our sensors and whatever data we collect along the way.”

Will stared at his assigned seat. He could see lights blinking around flickering icons, but the Earthling was too far to make them out.

Whatever the ship’s computer ran on, he was pretty sure it wasn’t Linux.

“At the nose are the pilot and copilot controls,” the captain continued. “Don’t touch those.”

He pointed a limp finger at the station built into the starboard wall. “That’s where weapons are controlled. We’re equipped with a pair of laser cannons. Definitely don’t touch that.”

The two of them pivoted towards the opposite wall and the station embedded there.

“We won’t use it much, but that’s where our engineer will work when they’re on the bridge. Also, don’t—”

“—touch it,” Will interrupted. “I think I get it.”

“Good,” Stryke said, placing his fists on his hips.

Will wandered over to the computer station and peered over the back of the chair. It was like something out of a sci-fi movie. The controls made about as much sense as ancient hieroglyphics to the Earthling. Symbols marked dozens of touchscreen buttons and a few knobs, floating against an animated background of swirling stars.

What kind of degree did one need to operate this station? A doctorate in astrophysics? What exactly was going to be expected of him?

“I know it’s overwhelming, but it isn’t as complicated as it seems. You’ll master your station before you even know it,” Captain Stryke said, grinning at his new crewmate.

Will snapped out of his trance and pried his eyes away from the controls. He glanced back at his rescuer—or kidnapper; he hadn’t decided yet—and nodded. Words eluded him.

“One of a kind ship, the Oddstar is,” Stryke continued. “It may not be as big as an interstellar freighter and it might not pack the firepower of an imperial cruiser, but it has something they don’t have. Check it out.”

The captain sauntered up to the front of the bridge, past the foremost workstations to what Will imagined was the starship equivalent of a dashboard. Stryke knelt and touched a contact between the pilot and copilot seats. A small wall of metal slid away with a mechanical sigh, revealing a compartment no larger than a glovebox.

A blue orb of light hovered just inside, floating on a cushion of nothing.

The glowing ball of plasma remained in a perfect sphere as it hovered in the air. It seemed like something just between a state of matter and a state of energy—like a flame one could hold. Something deep in Will’s subconscious told him to reach out and touch it, but his brain kept him in check. There was no telling what the thing could do. It could turn him inside out, for all he knew.

He couldn’t peel his gaze away from the light.

“That right there is the ship’s alternate reality drive—or the ARD, as I call it,” Stryke explained. The light reflected in his hazel eyes. “This little guy lets us jump between parallel universes.”
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“PARALLEL universes?” Will asked, looking up at the captain.

“That’s right, and this is how we explore them,” Stryke replied, gesturing to the ARD. “It’s the only one like it as far as I know. This beautiful ball of light lets our ship travel through barriers no other vehicle can cross. Barriers between one universe and another. You may end up somewhere that looks exactly like this reality when you cross over—but something will be different. There are an infinite number of parallel universes, in theory—and the ARD lets us see some of them.”

Will still felt lost.

If there were countless alternate realities, perhaps there was one where he successfully burgled Nershberg’s safe and left without incident. A reality in which Nershberg was alive, still trying to plot revenge for the infidelity of his ex-wife. There could be an empty prison cell—or at least, it would be filled with someone else.

If there were infinite universes, branching from every possible outcome, then there was one in which Richard Nixon was the client who hired Will. Hell, there could be one where Will himself was forced out of the White House after covering up the Watergate scandal.

There might even be a reality in which Richard Nixon and he were an outspoken gay couple. The possibilities were astounding.

Will was lost in thought longer than he realized. The captain snapped his fingers and brought him back to the real world.

If this even was the real world, the Earthling mused.

“You alright, buddy?” Stryke asked. “You look a little pale.”

Will nodded, staring into the light of the ARD. Stryke pressed the contact again and sealed the panel.

“I get it,” the captain said. “It definitely rocked my world when I was first recruited. I mean, other realities? It’s wild. Just wait until you see one, though. It’s something else.”

“Billyn—” Will started.

“I prefer Stryke, actually,” the captain interrupted.

“Right, Stryke,” Will corrected himself. “Are you from another reality?”

A coy smile appeared on the captain’s face, like Will had guessed what his surprise birthday present was.

He nodded. “That’s right.”

“Huh,” Will said, trying to sound unimpressed. “A different version of Earth?”

“Not exactly,” said Stryke. “I was born closer to Alpha Centauri.”

“Are you from the future?”

Stryke chuckled.

“Not your future, no,” he answered. “Of course, where I’m from, we call it the ‘present.’ But yeah, I’d say it’s a bit more advanced than this place on a technological scale. Maybe a little stunted ethically and morally, though.”

Will’s brow furrowed as he tried to make sense of it all. The captain spoke so casually, so matter-of-factly, as if Will were expected to know all of the details already.

Stryke seemed to read Will’s mind. He took a deep breath.

“I know none of this makes sense,” the man in the leather jacket said. “If I’m being honest, I still have a hard time wrapping my head around it, too—and I’ve done this before. I never get used to being in foreign realities, timelines without the Stellar Empire—without the Renegades.”

“The Stellar Empire?”

Will’s mind instantly conjured up scenes from Star Wars and Foundation, but he kept the thought to himself.

Stryke scratched the back of his neck and ran his fingers up through his thick blond hair. Will could see it was a sore subject for the captain.

“They control everything in my home reality,” Stryke started.

His eyes darted about as if to find strands of his story drifting through the air. He sat in the pilot’s chair with a sigh, just left of the ARD compartment. Will took the seat opposite him.

“The Empire has little regard for people or their lives,” the captain said. “They wage enormous wars of conquest that murder entire races and destroy whole planets,” Stryke continued. “They only care about converting people to their evil religion and making them worship their dark god. Eventually, they’ll consume the galaxy—my version of it, anyway. They’re a plague of fascism, a plague smart enough to build warships and use warp gates.”

“I take it you’re not a fan?” Will asked.

Stryke gawked at the Earthling.

“No,” he replied firmly. “I was a smuggler, actually. Worked hand-in-hand with the Renegade Insurgence. When circumstances got too dangerous for people in the fringe colonies, I’d be their ticket outta town. I’d sneak them through Empire space and bring them somewhere safe, usually among the Renegade systems.”

“So that makes you…a terrorist?” Will asked.

Stryke smirked.

“I guess you could say that,” he replied. “I prefer the term ‘captain,’ but ‘Stryke’ will do just fine. I was something of a hero, you know.”

“A humble one, too.”

“Humility doesn’t get shit done, Will,” the captain replied.

He tapped on one of the controls. The main viewscreen came to life, showing a high-resolution feed of the outside world. Stryke gestured at the screen, in the direction of the ruined van.

“Action does.”

Will gasped as his eyes darted over the live image. People were emerging from their vehicles to ogle the spaceship, mouths agape.

He hated how uncertain of everything he was.

If someone could just tell me what was real and what was just madness, that would be great.

“It’s a lot, I get it,” Stryke said. “I’ve been going nonstop since I joined the Strangedust. That was my old ship, before the Oddstar. She was reliable—but not reliable enough.”

Will looked over at the captain, who seemed to be wrestling with some strong emotions.

So I’m not the only one who feels hopeless, Will realized. I guess there’s a certain comfort in that.

“In my own reality, I used to pilot the Armadillo,” Stryke said, new energy to his words. “It’s what I used to smuggle people across interstellar borders. That was before Which Where—when things were ‘normal.’ ”

Normal? Will pondered. Is there even such a thing?

Colorful lights drew their attention to the viewscreen.

A line of black and white cars weaved through traffic until they circled the spaceship like a wagon caravan. Police officers in bulletproof vests emerged, weapons drawn and aimed at the Oddstar.

Will knew it was just a video feed of their surroundings, but he ducked in case the screen wasn’t bulletproof.

A low rumble shook the ship.

The gridlocked traffic seemed to thin out as each car made way for two dull green tanks. Their massive barrels locked onto the Oddstar.

Feedback whined from one of the cop cars.

“You’re surrounded!” an amplified voice declared. “Come out with your hands up! Throw down any freaky weapons you have and stand down or we will open fire!”
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“THIS is your last chance!” the police officer on the megaphone shouted. “Stand down now!”

“What do we do?” Will asked, crouching under the ship’s dashboard.

“I’m working on that,” Stryke replied, punching in a few commands to his console. “Computer?”

“Yeah?” a voice asked from the ceiling in a tone that was far too happy for the situation.

“Can you get us out of here?”

“You’re going to have to be more specific,” the computer replied.

“Get us off the fucking ground!” Stryke snapped at it. “Lift the feet and take us into fucking space!”

“Ah, can do!” the Oddstar’s computer said. “Though, if you speak to me like that again, I’ll disable your toilets!”

“Fine, just—please!” the captain shouted.

Sweat collected on his brow, which didn’t inspire much confidence in the Earthling. Will trembled on the floor of the bridge.

Suddenly, a heavy concussion rocked the ship.

The Oddstar reeled back, then crashed down on its landing gears. Will was tossed around on the floor. Stryke clung to his chair.

“What was that?” Will asked.

He wasn’t sure if he should be stopping and dropping or ducking for cover. None of the emergency drills he’d been brainwashed with fit the moment.

The green tanks were parked just in front of the Oddstar, creating a barrier between the starship and the cars. Smoke wafted up from one of the tanks’ barrels.

“They’re shooting at us!” Will shouted.

“They sure are!” Stryke replied, focused on the controls before him. “Now let me concentrate; I’m trying to speed up our getaway.”

Will felt the Oddstar hum with new intensity. The ship swayed and lifted free of the ground. The world around them dropped out of sight as Stryke tried to help the computer angle their ascent.

Another boom walloped against the side of the Oddstar, but the ship continued upwards unharmed. The overpass was a thin strip of gray below in a matter of seconds, red and blue lights strobing along it like blinking Christmas lights.

The Earthling tried to regain his footing but found the effort futile as they soared straight upwards. He managed to push himself up on his elbows and caught sight of the center screen.

The ship ripped through a layer of cloud. The vessel continued to shake as they climbed up into the heavens. The light blue of the sky gave way to dark indigo, which transitioned into black. They were beyond the stratosphere, flying through the exosphere and into outer space.

Stars twinkled at them as all resistance against the ship died out. It seemed like they were floating motionless through the void. It was impossible to tell if they were moving without the Earth on-screen.

Will had never seen anything like it in his life.

“Wow,” he said, nearly breathless. He rose to his feet in the new stillness.

Stryke sighed, his task complete. The captain sank back in his chair and let his arms dangle over the sides. He turned to face the Earthling.

“First time?” he asked.

Words failed Will for a minute as he stared out at the inky blackness. Every star burned like the light of a distant city; so distant that they never seemed to grow closer.

“It’s so empty,” Will said, hypnotized by the sight.

“I guess that’s why they call it space,” the captain replied.

He looked back down at his monitor.

“We’re locking into an orbit around Earth now. It takes a little while to charge the ARD. We might as well get comfy.”

“How long?” Will asked, finally able to peel his eyes away from the stars.

“About a day, give or take a few hours,” Stryke answered. “It varies, but that’s the average. It takes much longer on a planet’s surface; being in orbit really speeds up the process.”

“A whole day?” Will asked.

Part of him was impatient. The Earthling had so many questions swirling around in his head like a mad cyclone. He wanted to see what this “game” had in store for him.

What had he gotten himself into, anyway?

He was anxious as hell. He wanted two days to get mentally prepared; a week, even.

“It’s a good time to get to know the ship,” Stryke suggested. “Pick out a room—make yourself at home—that kinda thing.”

Before Will could reply, there was a sudden presence beside him. He caught the form in the corner of his eye. Stryke looked over, startled.

The strange old man in the purple smoking coat stood in the middle of the bridge. He carried a straight black cane with what appeared to be a chrome donkey head for a handle, frozen mid-laugh. His jacket shimmered in the starlight.

“Ah, I see you’ve picked up your first teammate!” the Game Master said, grinning at Will and Stryke. His glowing eyes bore into them. “How was Earth?”

“Busy,” Stryke replied.

“It’s you!” Will said.

“No, it’s me, actually,” the Game Master replied. “Glad to see you’ve accepted my invitation. Welcome aboard, Mr. Redeker!”

“I wish I could say it was an uneventful trip,” Stryke started. “You know how things go.”

“Oh, it wouldn’t be much fun if it was boring, would it, Billyn?” the Game Master said, the lights in his eyes growing brighter. “Good work on the rescue, though. It would have been so much more of an ordeal to break him out of prison!”

“Yeah, I’ll pat myself on the back later,” Stryke said.

“Do you still have my gun?” the Game Master asked, his silver eyebrows raising expectantly.

Stryke was confused for a second before realization hit him and he pulled out the strange bulbous weapon from his side holster.

“Here,” he said, offering the device like it was a dirty dinner plate. “I don’t want this thing near me anyway.”

Will cocked his head.

“What is it?” he asked.

The Game Master and Stryke froze in the middle of their exchange and glanced at the escaped thief.

“It’s a random ray,” Stryke explained.

“A fun invention, if I say so myself,” the Game Master said.

He took the weapon from the man in the leather jacket and waved it about. Will flinched, but the bearded fellow pointed it away and offered it to the Earthling.

Will took the weapon and turned it over in his hands. It looked like something out of the Jetsons, yet it felt so heavy.

“And it turns people into groceries?”

The Game Master laughed.

“Oh, it can do a whole lot more than that. It can turn inanimate objects into butterflies, as you saw. It can do pretty much anything—the only catch is that the result is impossible to predict. The lawman Stryke blasted could’ve grown a hundred feet tall. He might have reverted into a fetus. It could have given him gonorrhea or made him the indisputable King of Earth. There’s just no way to know before you fire.”

“You see why I don’t want anything to do with the thing?” Stryke said to Will. “It’s dangerous.”

The Game Master pouted.

“I think you mean it’s fun!”

“Why would anyone even risk it?” Will asked. “What if it had triggered an atomic explosion instead?”

The smuggler looked at the gun with narrow eyes.

“Yeah, it is not ideal,” the silver-haired entity said. “Sometimes, it’s worth the risk, though. It can make an impossible task possible, so long as fate is kind. I knew it would be useful for your escape. You just gotta trust your gut when you shoot that thing. It’s done its job, though. There’s no reason to tempt fate with it for the time being. I would like it back please.”

He stretched out his hand and Will returned the random ray.

The Game Master lifted the weapon and it poofed out of his clutch as if it had never existed.

Stryke put his fists on his hips.

“Computer? Who’s next?”

“The roster includes the following individuals: Will Redeker, Reality A3-609. Maxine Graham, Reality D8-211. Bawn de Bom, Reality HH3-141. Shelly Ainkle, Reality P2V-17.”

“Sounds like Maxine is your next stop,” the Game Master said after the computer finished the list.

“Wait, I don’t understand,” Will said, feeling like he had faded into the background. He felt awkward and stupid, like the other two were discussing company policies for an industry he didn’t work in. “Who are all those names? What’s with all the codes?”

“They’re addresses,” Stryke answered, “to other realities.”

“And the names are your future teammates. The best and the brightest,” the Game Master said, an air of pride about him. “I selected them myself.”

“According to the roster, we have to pick up Maxine Graham from some place called Titan Station,” said Stryke.

“How do we get there?” Will asked.

“Once it’s charged, the ARD will take care of everything,” Stryke replied. “Then, once we’ve got everyone, we can start playing this sick bastard’s game.”

The mysterious old man grinned.

Will met the Game Master’s wild eyes. “And if we win, we get to make a wish?”

“That’s what I said,” the Game Master answered. “I am an entity of my word, after all.”

“That’s what this is all for, after all,” Stryke told the Earthling. “So what do you say? Are you in for the long haul?”

Will didn’t want to reply. He wanted to tell them he’d think about it and get back to them later, but the Earthling knew neither of them would be satisfied with that.

Something deep within told him there was more to this than they were letting on. A little voice told the thief that he was setting himself up for disaster.

Maybe he was—but what else could he do? Go back to Earth as a prisoner?

Will shrugged. “I…guess so,” he said.

He found it impossible to mask his uncertainty.

“Splendid!” the Game Master cried, twirling his cane. “Then I wish you the best of luck filling out the rest of your roster! And, Stryke—I do hope this crew has better luck than your last one. Anyway, ta-ta! Until next time!”

The old man was gone with a snap of his fingers.

The sudden absence was jarring. Will stared at the empty space where the Game Master had just been. The two crewmates let the silence go on for a minute before Will took his seat again.

Casting a glance at the captain, he asked, “What did he mean about having better luck than your last crew? What happened to them?”

Stryke didn’t meet Will’s eyes and swallowed hard.

“They died,” the captain answered.

Will’s chest tightened. The captain let the answer hang like a bad fart before turning to the Earthling.

“Which Where—it’s a dangerous game,” Stryke said. “If you want out, now is your last chance. I wouldn’t fault you for that. You might end up finding that prison was the better option.”

Will was silent. He felt like someone kept tossing buckets of water in his face. Like the torrent wouldn’t let up long enough to catch a breath.

How did anyone make decisions under so much pressure? Was he a coward—a weakling? A strong man doesn’t waver, no matter how scared he is. He had to make a choice and stick with it, even if he wasn’t sure it was the right thing to do.

Why couldn’t it just be a simple choice? If someone offered a job to taste ice cream all day, he wouldn’t be on the fence at all.

“I’ll let you think about it,” Captain Stryke said. “We have to wait until the ARD charges anyway. But once we make the jump into the next reality, you’re in it for good. Remember that, okay?”

Will nodded.
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WILL slept for nearly fourteen hours. His bed wasn’t particularly comfortable, but it beat the cot back in jail. He hadn’t had a proper night’s rest in weeks, since before Nershberg. Hell, it’d been months—maybe even years. A man with as many financial problems as Will didn’t sleep well often.

Once he awoke, he felt reborn. New life coursed through his veins. Maybe something about sleeping in space gave him a sense of wholeness, as if being this close to the sun charged him like a solar panel. The fear and panic that ruled his life for so long seemed distant, no louder than the other voices in his head.

Is this how normal people felt all the time?

Bastards, he thought. They don’t even realize how good they’ve got it.

He ate breakfast in the ship’s lounge. It took a bit to figure out how to make himself an omelet, but the computer helped him understand how to work its autochef. It made snarky comments about his “caveman-like comprehension” and called him an “organic trash can,” but before long, Will was pulling a piping hot breakfast from the autochef’s serving compartment.

He scarfed the whole thing down in less than a minute. The computer suggested he chew more, then helped him make another.

Stryke walked in through the automatic door as Will sat down with his second omelet.

“Making yourself comfortable?” the captain asked. He kept his distance, gloved hands folded behind his back.

Will nodded, digging into the cheesy morsel without any concern for decorum.

“It’s almost as good as Mom would make,” he said with a hint of sarcasm. Some cheddar dribbled out of his mouth. “Are we still charging the drive-thing or whatever?”

“The ARD? Yes,” Stryke replied. “Should be just a few more hours.”

“A bit tedious, no?” Will asked.

The captain sighed.

“Once you get to play Which Where and know the Game Master a little better, you’ll miss the days when things were ‘tedious.’ Trust me.”

Will’s stomach began to acknowledge its new contents. He set his fork down on the tray.

“So—can you explain Which Where to me?” Will asked, folding his hands behind his head. “I mean, I understand that we get a wish or whatever, but for what? Why? How do we ‘win?’ ”

“We win by finding the ‘Relic’,” the captain answered. “That’s what the old man calls it, anyway. I dunno, it seems to be really important to him.”

“Why?”

Stryke shrugged and peered at Will’s unfinished plate.

“I’ve heard theories, but I try not to think about it,” he said. “All I know is that we each get a wish if we’re the first team to find it.”

The captain picked up Will’s fork, cut himself a piece of omelet, and tossed it into his mouth.

“First team?”

Stryke chewed for a moment before replying.

“That’s right. There are other teams out there also searching through the multiverse for the Relic.”

Will blinked.

“How many?”

The captain shook his head and swallowed his mouthful.

“I couldn’t even begin to guess,” he said. “If I were the Game Master and I really wanted the Relic, I would hedge my bets. So I imagine there are many, many others.”

“And we have to be the first to find this thing?” Will asked. “How? Do we know what it looks like?”

“No idea. Like I said, I try not to think about it. I just assume we’ll know it when we see it.”

Will stared at the captain from under a furrowed brow. Stryke seemed so cavalier about taking on what seemed to be an impossible task.

He chewed on his cheek while he thought. After a minute, he asked, “So, what’s the game like? You’ve done it before, right?”

A bit of color seeped away from the smuggler’s face.

“It’s hard to describe and even harder to prepare for,” was the reply. “It’s a journey across various realities—dangerous, bizarre places. Places that follow rules entirely different from our own; even the laws of nature can change. For every possible variation of the universe, there is another reality.”

“Really? Like what?” Will asked.

His curiosity was replacing his apprehension.

“Like a reality of duck-people who live just like any other intelligent species,” Stryke said. “I’ve heard of one with only artificial lifeforms; a good friend of mine was one, actually.”

“One of the friends who died?” Will asked.

He blushed, realizing how callous his question was once it was too late to retract.

Stryke nodded.

“I lost my entire crew in a monster that can travel through space,” he replied. “The beast was so large that it could swallow a small moon. Four of us died trying to get through its guts, all to reach something we thought was the Relic.”

“But it wasn’t?”

“No,” Stryke answered. “No one knows what the Relic looks like and we had no leads, so we put our hopes into vague rumors. They seemed consistent across multiple universes, so we thought we were onto something. It didn’t help that the Game Master told us the treasure inside the monster was worth our trouble.”

“Was it?”

Stryke shrugged.

“We’ll have to see,” he said. “If it leads us to the Relic and our wish, it will be worth everything. In the meantime, though, we gotta make sure you’re fit for interuniversal travel. There are some vaccinations you’ll need, a few environmental protections. That sort of stuff.”

Will took a moment to let his anxiety take control of his imagination.

What kind of hostile environments would they have to explore? What kind of creatures would they encounter? Would they meet intelligent aliens, and would they be friendly or hostile?

“What if the people we meet don’t speak English?” Will asked, breaking the silence.

Stryke cocked an eyebrow.

“I’m not speaking English,” he said.

Will squinted, his forehead wrinkling.

“You’re not?”

“No,” Stryke replied. “I’m speaking Helosian.”

“Then,” Will stammered in confusion, “how do I understand you?”

Smirking, the captain retrieved the gold token from his jacket and held it up for Will to behold again.

“Pretty neat, huh?” Stryke began. “Our tokens don’t just contain more data than the most complicated computers in the entire Empire; they automatically translate written and spoken languages for anyone nearby. It’s the shiny thing’s most important function, if you ask me.”

“That’s convenient.”

Stryke returned to coin to his pocket.

“I’ll take whatever advantage I can get.”




* * *




Will arrived on the bridge an hour later, rubbing his neck. The computer had been merciless during his checkup. Part of Will thought it even enjoyed using the autodoc to poke him with a handful of chemical cocktails.

Stryke swiveled around and smirked at his new teammate.

“Good bedside manner, right?” he asked.

Will scowled.

“Are you sure she’s not gonna kill us in our sleep?”

“The computer and I have an agreement,” the captain replied. “Anyway, it looks like we’re locked in for the next ARD jump. Just finished charging ten minutes ago—sooner than I expected. You still on board? This is your last chance to back out.”

A cold rush of fear flooded Will’s veins.

Let’s see where the golden brick road leads, he thought.

“I’m in.”

The captain grinned, friendly wrinkles appearing along his cheeks.

“That’s what I like to hear!”

“Where are we going, exactly?” the Earthling said, redirecting his attention to Stryke’s controls.

“To pick up the next teammate: Maxine Graham,” Stryke said, referring to his monitor. “She appears to be a soldier working on a space station.”

“What’s it like?”

“I dunno. Should be fun, though. Computer?”

“Yeah?” the computer answered.

“Initiate the ARD jump,” Captain Stryke commanded. He turned to Will and added, “You might wanna brace yourself.”

Then the Oddstar folded in on itself a trillion times until it was the size of an atom—and blinked out of existence.











PART II - TITAN
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WILL lurched forward as the Oddstar reappeared in another reality. He toppled out of his chair like a drunk in slow motion.

Stryke stayed upright, letting go of the death grip he had on the handles hanging over the top of his seat. Will only noticed handles on his own chair once he was on his knees, the room spinning around him.

He groaned as he tried to stand back up and collapsed like a newborn foal. Every extremity, even his head, felt like they’d fallen asleep. A prickling sensation overwhelmed him, engulfing him until he thought he might be better off without skin. He felt a sudden urge to take a deep shower and scrub the sense back into his flesh with a scouring pad.

The sensation washed away before too long, then it was difficult to remember what it felt like. It was replaced with a normal, though unpleasant, feeling of nausea.

Stryke saw his new crewmate heave and snapped into action. He snatched up a small dustbin from between the two stations and thrust it into Will’s hands.

Without a moment to thank the captain, Will vomited into the bin. He trembled for a moment, trying to catch a breath between heaves as Stryke looked on with an uncomfortable grimace.

“Sorry,” Will said, wiping his lips. He lowered the trashcan to the floor

“Happens to the best of us,” Stryke replied. “You don’t forget your first ARD jump.”

Will spit into the bin, then looked up at the viewscreen.

Where the Earth had been before the drive was activated, a different planet now hovered. They were in orbit around the colorful orb, coasting just above enormous rings of space debris.

It took a moment before Will realized the planet was Saturn—or at least, a planet that looked an awful lot like Saturn. He’d never seen the gas giant so close before, nor in motion. In all the photos he’d seen, it seemed like an abstract ball of color. At this range, though, he could see the different currents of gas and fierce storms brewing down in the vapors.

The rings stretched out into the perfect darkness, wider than the planet itself. The discs of debris sparkled in the unobstructed sunlight like the glitter on a diorama.

“Where are we?” Will croaked. “Is that—”

“Saturn,” Stryke confirmed. “Still within the Sol system.”

“Saturn? Can we even land there?”

“We’re not going to the planet itself,” the captain explained. “Look.”

Will looked again at the viewscreen and noticed a much smaller, darker orb between them and Saturn. It was a moon, circling its planet just above the ring of dust and ice.

Something floating near the moon shined at them. Will thought it was a star sparkling through the debris at first, but as he stared, he noticed blinking lights of red and green.

It was a structure.

“What is that?” asked Will.

“A space station,” Stryke replied, tapping in something on his control console. “If you spend more time among the stars, you’ll get used to seeing them. They’re everywhere. Computer: give us a close-up.”

The image zoomed in on the silhouetted moon, closing in on the station until its shape was clear against the inky backdrop. The viewscreen continued to zoom in, filling with the man-made structure until the feed focused on one of its side panels. Will could see the enormous bolts that held the thing together.

“How’s that, captain?” the computer asked.

“It’s a bit close, don’t you think?” Stryke said. “Pull out a bit.”

The bolts shrunk until the entire station fit into the viewscreen—then it continued to zoom out until it was just a glint in the ring again.

Stryke pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes, muttering under his breath.

“Computer, just put the station in frame! Stop fucking around!”

With a shutter effect, the station appeared on screen, perfectly captured by the ship’s sensors.

The structure floated tall against Saturn’s rings. It was narrow with a wide midsection similar to an old-fashioned spinning top. There were words painted on the hull, but Will couldn’t make out what they said from that distance.

Faint trails of light circled the space station in mad little patterns. They zipped around the structure like bees patrolling their hive, keeping a wary eye out for predators. Will couldn’t discern what they were despite the magnification of the image.

“Fighters,” Stryke said, reading the silent question on his companion’s face. “On patrol duty.”

Will cast a side glance at the captain, then looked back at the space station.

“You know an awful lot about this place,” he said. “This isn’t your reality, is it?”

“No,” Stryke answered, amused. “This is no Imperial outpost. I’m not sure who it belongs to, but I wouldn’t assume we’re in danger. Still, let’s try to not piss them off.”

“Incredible,” Will said, his eyes locked on the viewscreen.

The fact that he was watching a live feed from outside their vessel was finally starting to sink in. He wasn’t watching special effects; this wasn’t a television show or a movie. He was in outer space, millions of miles away from home.

“How far in the future are we, then? When are we?”

“Computer,” Stryke said, glancing up to the ceiling, “what year is it?”

“1998 A.D., captain,” the computer replied.

“1998?” Will asked, surprised. “Like, the ‘90s? That can’t be possible—we barely had the Internet working back then. Is this some kind of alien space station?”

Stryke glanced down at the monitor attached to his seat and swiped at something with his index finger.

“Nope,” he replied. “I’m getting only human life signs. They appear to be from Earth, like you.”

Will shook his head.

“I don’t understand,” he said. “Is the chronometer or whatever broken?”

“I doubt it,” the captain answered.

“Then…we went back in time?” Will asked.

“Welcome to a new reality,” Stryke said, folding his hands behind his head. “What you’re talking about is time travel, and that’s just not possible. At least, not the way you’re imagining it.”

Will cocked his head but said nothing, waiting for the captain to continue.

“There’s no way to travel into your reality’s future. You can’t go back and change things that have already happened. What you can do, though, is travel to another reality that happens to be whenever you want it to be. There are infinite universes, and that includes one for every imaginable point in time.

“What you can’t do, however, is travel to one of these alternate realities and expect anything you do there to affect the reality you came from. You can go to a timeline before you did whatever got you locked up and stop yourself, but if you come back to your home universe, you’ll still be in jail. If I hadn’t come along, that is.”

“But I could go to another dimension where it’s a hundred years in the future and see what it’s like, right?” Will asked.

“Sure, but that doesn’t mean your reality will turn out that way,” Stryke carried on. “A million things could happen between now and then that don’t happen in the timeline you visit. Your people could go to war and wipe themselves out. They could settle on other planets. They could even be just the same as they are now. You can’t look at the results of another reality and assume that’s what’ll happen to yours.”

“So this is just some alternate version of humankind during 1998?” Will inquired.

Stryke nodded.

“Now you’re starting to get it.”

“Then how do we know they’re friendly?”

“We don’t,” Stryke said. “But if we’re careful, we can slip in undetected. Maybe see who we’re dealing with.”

“Five vessels are approaching, captain,” the ship’s computer announced.

Stryke’s brow furrowed as he turned to one of the monitors.

“Or maybe not,” he stated. “The fighters are approaching us. I guess they already know we’re here.”
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“INCOMING message,” the ship’s computer said.

“Put it through,” Stryke replied in an uncertain tone.

Will expected a face to appear on the viewscreen. For a moment he imagined a bizarre, grotesque alien, despite knowing the station was run by humans.

Instead, the communication was audio-only.

“This is Titan Station,” a young man said from the other line. “You are in Alliance space. Identify yourself and your purpose.”

Will glanced at Stryke, hoping the captain would put some brilliant scheme into action. Stryke looked rather dumbstruck, though, like he had been asked to run a lecture that he forgot to study for.

“Uh, yeah,” the smuggler started. “We’re just here for a routine inspection. Command sent us.”

“Command sent you?” the operator repeated, taking no effort to hide his doubt. “Why would they do that? There’s nothing scheduled for months. I haven’t heard that anything changed.”

“I’m not sure what to tell you,” Stryke continued. “Someone must have forgotten the proper paperwork.”

“Who sent you?”

Will stared expectantly at the captain.

Stryke shrugged, inspiring no confidence whatsoever.

“Lieutenant Miller,” the smuggler said after a moment. He kept it simple; the last thing he needed was to embellish himself into a corner.

“Lieutenant Miller?” the voice on the other end repeated.

Will knew the deception was a long shot. The odds of there being a Lieutenant Miller, with the proper authority to conduct surprise inspections, were astronomical. Still, Will wouldn’t have come up with anything better if he were in Stryke’s shoes.

What could he even say? He would need to know at least something about this universe to bullshit his way through it. It seemed like an impossible scenario to win.

Stryke’s face showed a similar thought process.

“That’s right,” he said to the operator, trying not to hesitate too much. He cringed, already sure his lie would be shattered.

“What the hell is a ‘lieutenant?’ ” the young operator asked.

“You know,” Stryke said, his confident tone wavering, “the boss guy. The man at the top. The big cheese. El Jefe.”

“You mean your leader?”

“Leader! That’s right!” Stryke answered, feigning relief. “It was Leader Miller.”

He leaned toward Will and whispered, “They must have a different command structure than I’m used to.”

“I have no record of a Leader Miller,” the operator started. “Even if I did, Leader Misha runs Titan Station and any inspections must be approved by her. I wouldn’t grant you clearance without her say-so even if you represented the Council itself.”

Stryke looked helplessly to Will. He stammered, unable to get the words out. The air on the bridge was tense as both of them tried to think their way out of trouble.

Then, Will jumped in.

“Look, obviously we weren’t sent by a Leader Miller,” he said. “We’re travelers from another dimension and we need to speak with someone on your station.”

“Another dimension?”

A bit of static popped as the transmission continued through thousands of miles of space.

“That’s right,” Will continued. “Please, let us at least make our case. We’re quite harmless.”

Again, the sound of dead air. This time it went on for a full minute as the operator conferred with some unseen supervisor.

Stryke raised his eyebrows at Will as if to ask if he knew what he was doing, to which the Earthling shrugged. They held their breath and waited for the man to speak again.

“Alright, at this time, we’re going to have to detain you and your spacecraft,” the operator explained. “You will be taken into custody and questioned. Your story is suspicious at best—worst-case scenario, you’re maggot spies. Whatever the truth is, we’ll discover it.”

“Hey now, there’s no need to be hasty,” Stryke said, trying to make his genuine fear sound like mild concern. “We’re happy to answer your questions willingly; there’s no need to detain anyone!”

“Sorry. Those are my orders,” the young man replied. “Brace yourself for a tractor lock.”

The Oddstar shook as it was bathed in a dazzling display of green light. It was like the Aurora Borealis had appeared in the black of space.

Stryke looked down at his control console.

“They’re pulling us in,” he said, reading off one of the monitors. “It’d be impossible to break a tractor beam this strong.”

Will froze, waiting for Stryke to add something to mitigate their predicament.

When he didn’t, Will asked, “What do we do now?”

“There’s nothing to do,” the captain explained, leaning back in his seat and folding his hands behind his head.

“What if they don’t believe us?” Will speculated. “Or what if they believe us, but they still won’t let us go? They could keep us prisoner forever if they wanted to…or worse! They could torture us, Stryke!”

“I know,” the captain replied. “Pretty thrilling stuff, huh?”
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WILL’S anxiety multiplied by the minute as the Oddstar was pulled into the space station’s maw-like docking bay. It didn’t comfort the Earthling that Stryke relaxed in his seat as if he were on lunch break. Will felt that, since he was panicking, it was only respectful to match his panic to some degree. Stryke’s calm offended him.

Will paced around the bridge, looking under control consoles and over monitors for something—anything—that might help them out of this situation. Maybe he would find a weapon, and the two of them could fight their way through the soldiers who were no doubt awaiting their arrival. The main problem was that he didn’t know how to fight and he couldn’t find a weapon.

Maybe they could hide in something? They could act like the Oddstar was unmanned, some sort of pointless prank on the people of Titan Station. Or perhaps there was some way to disguise himself? If he could just figure out what the station’s uniform looked like—and if he could materialize clothing out of thin air—he’d be set.

“Stryke!” Will snapped after his nervous search bore no fruit.

The captain offered a casual glance and a raised eyebrow. He almost looked like he had been napping.

“What?” he asked.

“Help me!” Will demanded, throwing his arms open wide and gesturing to the ship as a whole. “What do we do?”

“I told you,” Stryke started, “there’s nothing we can do. We just have to wait.”

“And after that?” Will asked. “What do we do when they open the ramp?”

“We talk to them,” Stryke replied. His tone was saturated with annoyance. “It’s always easier to speak with people and talk your way out of trouble than it is to go in guns blazing. More elegant, too; nets better results. Besides, everything is going fine. What’s your plan? Shoot up the station and kidnap Maxine? How do you think we’re going to convince her to join us? By dragging her along, kicking and screaming?”

“That’s what you did to me,” Will said.

“Different strokes for different folks,” Stryke recited. “Also, you weren’t in a military outpost staffed with what I presume are thousands of armed soldiers.”

That didn’t help calm Will’s nerves. “What if negotiating doesn’t work?” he asked.

“Then we improvise,” the captain said. “Just follow my lead, Will. Everything’ll work out fine.”

Will felt a sudden halt in motion. It was as if a fan he hadn’t noticed powered down, leaving only a jarring silence. There was a new solidness to the floor. They had just landed; Will had no doubt.

Stryke rose from his seat and started to walk to the back of the ship, gesturing for Will to follow.

The Earthling took a deep breath, trying to still the tremors in his knees.

I hope you know what you’re doing, he thought at the smuggler.

The loading ramp of the Oddstar started to open as they got into the cargo hold. Bright white light flooded in from outside as the pistons hissed. Low wisps of vapor drifted through the widening entrance, then sank to the floor. A cloud of steam accumulated so thickly that, once the door was open and the ramp fully extended, no one could see through it.

Then, green beams of light poked through the vapor like fireflies lighting up on a summer night, dispersed slightly by the steam. Two lasers, then three, then six. Over a dozen beams broke through the fog and locked onto the two travelers. One dot hovered over Will’s heart while another crossed his face.

Stryke raised his hands. Will copied the gesture, trembling as he squeezed his eyes shut. He expected the guns on the other side of the vapor to open fire as soon as they were revealed.

“Throw down any weapons you have and come out with your hands up!” a woman barked through the steam.

“We’re unarmed!” Stryke shouted back.

There was a slight pause.

“Okay…still come out with your hands up!” the voice ordered.

“Alright, we’re coming out!” Stryke replied, unsure of how loud he had to shout. “There’s two of us! Don’t shoot!”

Stryke’s yelling made Will flinch. He couldn’t keep his eyes off the green beams floating over his person. He pictured the woman on the other side of the vapor, only a few feet away, holding her ears from the unnecessary shouting. The image amused and calmed him a little.

He followed Stryke out of the ship with a deep breath.

Both men held their hands up high. Will’s anxiety came crashing back over him like a wave. His heart dropped as they pushed through the steam and stepped out of the ship into Titan Station’s docking bay.

A line of soldiers, at least twenty men and women, pointed their weapons at the two strangers. They wore suits of armor made of polymer and metal plates. Some sections were at least six inches thick, protruding from their bodies in a way that made the soldiers look bulkier than they really were. Some of them wore armored helmets with reflective visors nestled in the center of a large plated collar. Each soldier seemed to be as armored as a tank without much cost to their maneuverability.

Half the troopers crouched, but the entire line stared down their large, blocky weapons with statuesque patience.

“Halt!” the voice barked again.

It came from a middle-aged woman standing in front of the line. She was the only one without a rifle fixed on the two strangers, though her weapon was still ready in her strong arms.

Will and Stryke did as they were told. They didn’t dare move—not even to glance at each other. Will noticed he was holding his breath.

“Identify yourselves!” the woman commanded. “And this time, tell the truth unless you want to be a disgusting stain on the landing bay floor.”

A strand of her graying blonde hair came loose from the tight ponytail that held it together, drooping just over her right eye. She tried to blow it away but only managed to make it flutter.

“My name is Captain Billyn Stryke,” the smuggler introduced himself, waggling his hands above his head. He gestured to his companion. “This is my co-pilot, Will Redeker. We mean you no harm.”

“Where do you come from?” the woman in charge asked, her eyes wrinkled with suspicion. “What is your purpose here?”

“Oh boy, that’s kind of a big question,” Stryke replied. He looked over at Will for some help, unsure of how to approach their answer.

“We’re from another reality, ma’am,” Will said, his voice louder and clearer than he remembered it ever being. “Another dimension—like we told your operator.”

I almost sound like a confident human being, Will thought.

“Come again?” the commander replied, the look in her eye transitioning seamlessly from wariness to confusion.

“That’s right,” Stryke said, picking up where Will left off. “And we’re here to speak with someone named Maxine Graham.”

There was a sound like the shuffling of cards as every soldier in the line turned to face one among them. The singled-out trooper looked to and fro, noticing the sudden attention on her.

“Me?” she asked, her voice modulated through her helmet.

“What business do you have with Trooper Graham?” the older woman asked, her gaze hardening again.

“We want to invite her to join us,” Stryke explained. “To play a game.”

His face betrayed how absurd it sounded even to him. He eyed the line of armed soldiers with unease. Maybe truth wasn’t the best tactic, but they were in too deep to change course now.

“A game? You must be joking.”

“I wish I were,” Stryke replied. He straightened his stance. “We were sent by a multidimensional entity to recruit Trooper Graham for an important contest. If you can spare her, of course.”

“What is the nature of this contest?” the commander asked. “How could it be so important to send two unarmed men into an outpost of armed troopers?”

“Because,” Stryke started, “whoever wins the game gets to make a wish—including her.”

He nodded towards Maxine.

“A wish?” the older woman echoed. “What do you mean, a ‘wish?’ ”

“I mean exactly that,” the Oddstar captain answered. “Anything you want, no matter how big or how small. Universe-changing stuff.”

The soldier on the commander’s right grew impatient with the back and forth exchange. He pulled off his helmet in frustration, revealing a bald, clean head with stark black eyebrows. He regarded his superior with skepticism.

“Leader Misha, surely you don’t believe them?” he asked. “They are obviously maggot spies! We should have blown them out of space the instant we picked them up on our sensors.”

“That’s enough!” the woman in charge replied. “You can see with your own eyes they aren’t maggots—or have you forgotten what our enemies look like?”

The soldier grew red, flustered.

“They could be spies in human disguises!” he said. “We don’t know what new abilities the Hive has developed. This could be a trap.”

“Millos, if you were the leader here, we could go ahead and act on your paranoia, disintegrating what appears to be two harmless—if not confused—humans. But you’re not the leader, are you?”

The bald soldier swallowed hard, his expression fading into a firm look of military stoicism.

“No, ma’am,” he said.

“Who is the leader here?”

“You are, ma’am.”

“That’s correct, Millos,” Leader Misha continued. “Now give me a full detail of the starboard practice range. And while you’re making it sparkle in there, I want you to think about how you will avoid questioning a superior officer again. I expect it as a full report on my desk by 0800. Is that understood?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Trooper Millos stepped out of formation sheepishly and made his way to the enormous corridor that lead away from the loading bay. No one dared speak as he made his exit.

“Please excuse the disruption,” Leader Misha said once the humiliated soldier was gone. “Regardless of his insubordination, Millos raises a valid point. How can we trust you?”

“We’re telling the truth. We can prove it,” Captain Stryke answered. “In my jacket, there’s a golden disc with all the information you’d need. Readings from various realities, sensor data, even our roster. I’m not sure your computers can access it but you can always use our ship’s. Analyze the token and you’ll get your answers.”

Misha nodded to the trooper on her left, who went up and searched Stryke’s jacket. He retrieved the game token and showed it to his leader. She gestured for him to bring the disc to her.

“We’ll take a look at it. Until we know for sure, we’re going to have to detain you two for questioning,” she said, turning the gold coin over in her hand and frowning at the engraving. “Don’t take it personally; we’re at war, after all.”

Four soldiers stepped forward and grabbed the two men by the arms. Will recoiled, but he relaxed when he saw his captain surrender without a fuss.

Neither said a word as they were led away from Leader Misha and out of the loading bay.
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JUST my luck, Will thought sourly. I’ve traded one prison for another.

Looking around, he conceded that “prison” was a bit hyperbolic. They could have taken them to the brig—a station like this must have one—but instead, Will and Stryke were sequestered up one of the larger officer lounges.

It was cozier than Will expected. Judging from the design of the landing bay, he thought the entire station would be full of hard angles and bare walls. Bright lights and plain colors; that sort of look. Instead, the offices were carpeted, the plush threads arranged in a geometric pattern of red and white. The walls were lined with posters and art, the kind that might be used to decorate a cozy café. According to the small placards beside each piece, some of the paintings were created by soldiers aboard Titan Station. The posters were amusing references to what Will could only assume was this reality’s pop culture.

Along the walls were half a dozen machines that resembled photo booths, bearing the label “SimuPod.” Will spotted a pair of goggles and a plastic rifle through one of the pod’s openings. The machine must’ve been some sort of virtual reality booth used on their off-hours to hone their combat skills, no doubt.

A few of the SimuPods, Will noticed, bore colorful, exciting names like Heat Streak and Destruction Force: Zero-Sum. Gruesome-looking monsters and excessive weaponry were printed on the outsides. The Earthling thought the SimuPods wouldn’t look out of place in an arcade. There was even an old-fashioned pinball machine in the corner.

A few holographic screens lined the wall on one side of the room, set before a train of sofas. One was on, displaying a directory of films and television shows. Will noticed titles like Mamasaurus and Maggot Egg: The True Origins of Humanity’s Worst Nightmare.

Their version of Netflix, he guessed.

Phantom Snorkel was another name Will read. He squinted, trying to picture what kind of film it might be.

“I wish it didn’t take so long to check the coin,” Will said, pacing over the carpeted floor. “It’d be nice if they could take us at face value.”

“They’re being cautious,” Stryke replied.

He was just playing devil’s advocate; he didn’t want to be cooped up on a space station any more than the Earthling did.

“They’re pretty jumpy, don’t you think?” Will asked.

“They’re at war,” replied the smuggler. “Just relax. There will come a day when you look back at this moment and think, ‘if only things were as easy as then.’ ”

Will stopped pacing as the door hissed open.

Leader Misha strolled into the lounge, nodding to one of the guards posted outside. Her face was impossible to read; she could either be regarding them with friendly thoughts or plans to kill both of them with her bare hands. Will wasn’t sure which.

“Sorry to keep you two cooped up for so long, but we have to be careful,” she said. “I hope you understand.”

“Of course,” Stryke replied.

“Any idea how long we’ll be in here?” Will asked.

“We’re still running tests,” Leader Misha said. “From everything we’ve seen so far, I’d say you’re telling the truth. It’s unlike anything I’ve ever heard of. However, we are a military station at war with a terrible enemy that we still don’t fully understand. You’ll have to forgive me: I must take every precaution to protect my people from a possible maggot attack I can.”

“What are these ‘maggots’ we keep hearing about?” Stryke asked. “I take it you’re not pals?”

Misha regarded the smuggler for a moment before deciding to indulge his curiosity.

“The maggots are a fierce foe,” she started. “We’ve been at war with them for centuries. They first attacked humanity when we were young, just babes fresh out of the Enlightenment. We didn’t have any means to retaliate against them; we had barely invented gunpowder. Nonetheless, we resisted.”

“So they’re aliens?” Will asked. He was immersed in the tale.

The commander nodded.

“Over hundreds of years, our technology evolved to fight off the maggot invaders,” she continued. “They are strong—and larger than gorillas—with the burrowing power of soldier ants. That’s almost what they look like: monster ants. They’re cold and terrifying, but we’re smarter. Despite invading Earth on starships, they are primitive; animalistic. Maggots are wholly consumed by their drive to kill and conquer.

“Humanity managed to beat the bastards back to the continent of Antarctica, where the climate suited them. Then, in 1945, the United States, the Soviet Union, and Nazi Germany formed a coalition of nations. They unleashed a barrage of nuclear missiles on the frozen continent—transforming it from a frozen wasteland to an irradiated wasteland.”

Will wanted to ask the leader to clarify the part where presumably Hitler, Stalin, and Truman all nuked a bunch of aliens. He bit his tongue and allowed her to continue.

“With nowhere else to run, the maggots packed up and left the planet,” Misha said, a proud smirk forming on her lips. “We beat the scum off Earth, but that wasn’t good enough. Some time passed before they came back with a vengeance. We had no other choice but to follow them into space, to fight them back farther and farther away from our homeworld. One day, I pray, we will take the fight to their home. Then we could make sure they never threaten humanity again.”

“Seems like overkill, no?” Stryke asked.

Misha looked at him from under a cocked brow.

“If you’d ever seen a maggot attack, you wouldn’t say that,” she answered. “They’re brutal. All they know is death. We’re just replying in their language.”

“Either way, we’re not maggots,” Will said. “You don’t see any antennae sticking out of our heads, do you? Are we ‘larger than gorillas?’ ”

“You can never be too careful in war,” the leader responded. “We don’t know what kind of technology the maggots have. You could be wearing advanced holographic disguises, or be robotic drones sent to gather information. We don’t even know if they understand deceit or subterfuge. Anything is possible.”

“The truth is probably stranger,” said Stryke. “I don’t blame you for doing your due diligence.”

Misha nodded in appreciation.

“The tests should be done soon,” she said. “If they come back supporting your story, I will let you go. You have my word. After that, you’ll be free to move about the station—and leave—if you so choose.”

“Trying to get rid of us already?”

The leader smirked.

“Let’s just say, the sooner things return to normal, the better.”

“What about Maxine?” Will asked.

“I’ll talk to her about meeting you,” she replied. “No promises, though. Until then, make yourselves at home. But stay off the Swarm Shooter simulation—that high score is mine.”
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WILL and Stryke tried to kill time as hours crept by. They started one of the nature documentaries on one of the TVs, but watching a water buffalo get mauled by a pack of lions only increased the Earthling’s anxiety. They settled on foosball, which the two interdimensional travelers were surprisingly evenly matched at.

They played for what felt like ages before they grew tired and stopped.

Will attempted to take a nap, but he couldn’t chase away the fluttery apprehension in his gut. Stryke picked at some crackers one of the soldiers had abandoned in the lounge’s little cooking station.

“How long does this take?” Will asked after giving up on his nap.

“I’m not sure,” Stryke replied, swallowing a huge clump of food. “It could be worse, you know.”

“So you keep saying,” the Earthling continued. “Is this all even worth it? Getting Maxine, I mean? Do we even need her?”

“Do we even need you?” Stryke retorted.

The question caught Will off guard, but the smuggler carried on before he could reply.

“I pried you out of a prison van just a day ago, Will. Was it worth it? Who knows? I’m not keeping score over here. I’m just trying to fill up my roster and beat the Game Master’s stupid game. Is having a team you can rely on through all this bullshit necessary? Absolutely. With any luck, you’ll never find out what it’s like without one.”

Will opened his mouth to argue when the door opened.

A trooper walked into the lounge, her dark curls bobbing as she moved. Her eyes darted around the room as if expecting something to jump out from an unseen corner and attack her.

“Leader Misha said you wished to speak with me,” the soldier said.

She folded her arms in front of her and sized up the two strangers.

“You’re Maxine?” Stryke asked. Neither adventurer had seen her without her helmet.

“Trooper Graham,” she corrected him. Then she met Stryke’s eyes, her dark skin flushing for a moment. “But Maxine works, I suppose. Now tell me, what is it you want?”

“Hmm,” the smuggler started. He looked back at Will, silently asking for help with his eyes. “Where to begin?”

“You said something about a game,” Maxine said, prodding the conversation along. “It doesn’t have anything to do with this, does it?”

She slid a golden token out of a pouch along her belt and held it in her palm. Will pulled out his own gold disc without a word.

They were identical.

The trooper’s mouth fell agape.

“So he was real,” she concluded.

“You met the Game Master?” Will asked.

Maxine nodded. Her gaze fell to the floor.

“It was during a moment of weakness,” she said. “I lost a friend recently in a raid. In my grief, I begged the universe to end this horrible war. That’s when he appeared and asked me if I wanted to play a game.”

She tossed the golden coin around in her palm.

“Naturally, I assumed I was dreaming until I found this in my quarters. I went for a medical examination immediately. I gave them this coin, but they thought I was just sleepwalking or playing a joke. They found nothing amiss, so I was discharged and decided the best course of action was to put it out of my mind. At least, until you two showed up. It was real, wasn’t it? I wasn’t imagining things?”

“Unfortunately not,” Stryke said.

“Why does he want us?” Maxine asked, cocking her eyebrow. “I don’t understand this ‘game’ of his.”

“I’m not sure I get it either,” Stryke replied, “I’ve been playing for longer than I care to admit. Which Where is hard to describe because it’s never the same; it’s in a constant state of change and uncertainty. It’s a treasure hunt across alternate realities for something called a Relic. We don’t know what it looks like, we don’t know where it is, but we do know that we get a wish—any wish we want—when we find it. Your guess is as good as mine beyond that.”

Maxine eyed them with uncertainty like she was trying to tell if they were lying about having a royal flush.

“Your story sounds so thrown together,” she said. “Almost like you made it all up on the spot.”

“Trust me, if I was telling tall tales, I’d at least make them believable,” Stryke countered. “It’s too absurd to make up.”

“I guess we’ll know once the analysis comes back,” Maxine said, her confidence wavering. “Even if it sounds like a lunatic’s fever dream, you seem to be telling the truth. Still, I can’t help but feel like this is all an elaborate trick.”

“And if it turns out it’s not?” Stryke asked. “Will you join us?”

Maxine was caught off guard. She met the smuggler’s eyes and considered his invitation.

“A wish is a useful prize,” she said. “I would have to think about it. If my leader orders me to go with you, I will obey her command. I swore an oath when I joined this station. If Misha thinks it’s a good idea, then it is.”

That’s more promising than I expected, Will thought.

He opened his mouth, but before he could say anything, an alarm started to blare. The soft white light of the lounge was replaced by a flashing red glow that kept rhythm with the wailing siren.

“What’s going on?” Will shouted over the racket.

Maxine’s sidearm appeared in her grip as she turned toward the hall.

“We’re under attack!” she replied.

The door slid open.

Maxine locked in her aim and held her breath. When she saw one of the Titan guards, she lowered her blaster.

“Something’s happening in the landing bay!” the guard shouted. “Leader Misha is calling for all hands to rally there!”

“What about them?” Maxine asked, tossing a thumb back at the two foreigners.

“The leader says their story checks out!” the guard answered, trying to beat the alarm’s volume. “We could use every fighter we can get! Bring them!”

The guard slipped back behind the door, but it didn’t close.

Maxine started to run towards it, turning for just a moment to shout, “Come on!”

“Sorry, what?” Will asked as Stryke, grinning, grabbed him by the shoulder and pushed him along.
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THE three of them skidded around a corner as the hallway led into a sharp turn. They ran among other soldiers, preparing their laser weapons or clipping on segments of their armor as they stumbled toward the landing bay.

“You wouldn’t know anything about what’s going on, would you?” Maxine asked between heavy breaths.

She glanced over her shoulder, eying the strangers with suspicion.

“Of course not!” Stryke wheezed. He was not nearly as proficient at running and speaking as the trooper.

“Hmm,” the soldier replied as she accelerated.

The other two tried to keep up as the alarm’s red light washed over them. They spotted a sign for the landing bay pointing down the short hallway on their right, made the turn, and burst into the hangar.

A line of troopers stood facing the landing bay’s large exterior opening, their backs to Will, Stryke, and Maxine. Weapons were ready and feet were rooted at the spot.

Something crashed near a pack of docked ships and caused a ripple of flinching to run through the line of soldiers. A crate flew into the air a hundred yards or so away, then came crashing down somewhere out of sight.

Leader Misha took notice of the three new arrivals from just behind the line. Her ponytail hung loose and disheveled. Sweat glistened on her forehead.

“Stand back!” she cried. “Don’t go into the landing bay without my order!”

Maxine froze.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

Will and Stryke used the opportunity to catch their breath. 

“There’s some kind of monster going on a rampage in there!” the leader replied. She looked like she could desperately use a cup of coffee.

“Maggots?” the trooper inquired.

Misha shook her head.

“I’ve never seen anything like it before.”

“Incoming!” a soldier on the line shouted.

Misha looked back as a forklift soared up into view. Everyone scattered as the piece of industrial equipment collided with a few nearby crates, smashing them apart and scattering the debris over the metal floor.

Will traced the forklift’s trajectory back through the air and finally saw the creature. His jaw dropped as the grotesque, six-legged monster rushed to a stack of barrels and knocked them over like bowling pins.

Its skin was gray and white, slick like fish scales. Two enormous orange crab claws protruded from either side of its bulky torso, atop which was the head of a great white shark. Rows of jagged teeth jutted from its terrible maw as it roared.

“What the fuck is that thing?” Will asked with child-like terror, pointing.

“That’s a new one for me!” Stryke replied. His eyes were wide and locked on the monster.

“First line, forward!” Misha ordered her soldiers. “While it’s out of stuff to throw! Go!”

A dozen troopers pushed forward, their rifles leading the charge. The shark-crab monster turned and roared when it sensed the motion in the corner of its cold, dark eyes.

The soldiers dropped to their knees and opened fire.

The creature reeled back as each energy blast struck its half-chitinous, half-scaly flesh. It didn’t fall or even howl in pain; it was more annoyed than anything.

The soldiers, slightly discouraged, continued the assault.

“Nothing’s phasing it!” Leader Misha declared.

“What’s that thing made of?” Will asked.

Stryke gestured at the monster as if the answer were obvious.

“Shark and crab,” he said.

“We need to do something!” Maxine yelled.

“Like what?” Will shouted over the deafening blaster fire. “It’s gonna take more than a few laser pointers to stop that thing!”

“Second line!” Misha barked to her remaining soldiers. “Forward!”

Maxine bellowed a war cry with her fellow troopers as they pushed up. The two men from the Oddstar joined them without taking a moment to think it over. Some of the soldiers shoved laser rifles in their hands as they joined the first line and opened fire.

Will stared down at the futuristic weapon like it was an alien baby while Stryke found the trigger and started blasting at the shark-crab.

“I’ve got an idea!” the smuggler shouted as Will figured out how to operate the blaster, dropping it in surprise when it went off.

Maxine urged Stryke to explain with a frantic stare.

The Oddstar captain spun to the Earthling.

“Will, I need you to get on the ship. Go up to the bridge and get ready to fire the thrusters on my cue. Maxine, you and your troops join me; we’ve got some corralling to do.”

“You want me to do what?” Will asked.

The shark-crab rushed the line and the soldiers broke apart like billiard balls.

“Tell the computer to put the thrusters on maximum, but wait for my mark!”

Stryke didn’t elaborate as he and Maxine circled away from the shark-crab and opened fire.

Will backed up in the opposite direction, out of the monster’s line of sight.

If Stryke’s plan depends on me, Will thought, then we are fucked.

The shark-crab tore into two troopers as blaster fire tried to blind it. The soldiers shrieked as it chomped into them and thrashed them around like a dog with a toy.

Will turned away before he could see the rest of what happened, running to the Oddstar as stealthily as possible.

Maxine and Stryke didn’t relent, keeping a firm hold on the shark-crab’s attention. Will climbed the still-open ramp and stumbled into the interdimensional spacecraft. He held his breath like he was diving into a pool of icy water.

The pounding of his footsteps echoed around the curved walls as he bolted up to the bridge. 

“Computer!” he shouted, unsure of how to word the command. “Prepare to set the thrusters to maximum!”

“Voice pattern denied,” the computer replied. “You’re gonna need the captain to do that.”

“The captain is outside fighting a monster! We need to help him!”

“I am unable to comply. Permissions denied. Voice commands locked.”

Will growled, waving his fists at the ceiling. He wished the computer was an actual person he could shake and scream at.

One of the monitors showed a live feed of the shark-crab as it smacked a trio of troopers into the air, narrowly missing Maxine and Stryke.

The captain helped Maxine back to her feet after a wild roll to the side.

So now I have to use the manual controls? Will thought. I can barely work a treadmill on Earth!

He threw himself into the seat typically reserved for Stryke and gazed down at the console. The controls looked like an alien language to him, full of detailed characters assembled in random patterns. He thought he recognized the dollar sign, but he had no idea what pressing it might do.

Out in the landing bay, Leader Misha realized what the Oddstar captain was trying to achieve.

Turning to the nearest soldier, she yelled, “Everyone—regroup and encircle the monster from behind! Push it towards the Oddstar!”

“Ma’am!” the soldier replied, then ran off to enact the command.

Stryke cried out in pain as the shark-crab locked its claw around his midsection. He felt the hard ridges digging into his sides.

“Put him down!” Maxine shouted as she fired at the beast’s eyes.

One beam struck it in the cornea and forced it to stumble backward as if stung by a bee. It roared, loosening its grip on the smuggler. Stryke tumbled to the floor.

Maxine and the other troopers continued the barrage, pushing the stunned shark-crab farther back.

Stryke’s voice came in over the Oddstar speakers. “It’s in position!” he wheezed. “Now!”

Oh God, Will thought.

He didn’t know what to do, so he reached down and touched the first contact he could.

A chime sounded.

“No new messages,” the computer stated.

No, no, no.

Will pressed another button.

Club music started to blare throughout the ship, broadcasting the beat on exterior speakers. Feeling the cold drip of sweat on his brow, Will tried another command. The ship’s hazard lights started to flash, out of sequence with the music.

“Will, buddy, I need you to fire the thrusters NOW!” Stryke cried, his volume distorting the audio.

Will suddenly noticed the button labeled “thrusters” like a little switch had been flipped in his brain. He touched it With trembling fingers and set the sliding bar to maximum.

The ship’s engines came to life with a low roar.

Blue light erupted from the twin thrusters like fire from a blowtorch. Hearing a sudden whoosh, the shark-crab spun around just in time to catch a face full of ignited plasma.

It shrieked, trying to step out of the blast, but the energy was too powerful. The beast couldn’t stand against the rockets’ might for long before it was blown back, thrown clear of the landing bay, and hurled through the large opening to space.

It thrashed about as its body passed through the forcefield that kept the loading bay from depressurizing. The monster convulsed for a second or two, then became entirely still.

Will shut off the thrusters and watched the shark-crab zip away into the darkness.
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THE blue exhaust from the Oddstar powered down until it was only a faint glow. Will slumped back in his chair and watched the monster disappear through one of the ship’s exterior feeds.

Stryke and Maxine caught their breath, staring out the loading bay’s opening. Both were suddenly aware of how close to outer space they were and took a step back.

“Status!” Leader Misha barked as she and her third line joined the rest.

Will managed to shut off the hazard lights and dance music, climbing out of the Oddstar in time to hear Maxine say, “We’ve got some serious injuries, but no one was killed.”

“Thank goodness,” the commander sighed. “Get everyone to treatment who needs it.”

“Yes, ma’am,” a soldier just to her right said.

The trooper joined the others to check on the wounded. Groans wheezed out from the soldiers the monster had thrashed about.

Leader Misha turned to Maxine, Will, and Stryke.

“I can’t say that was the Academy-recommended course of action back there, but I gotta commend your quick thinking,” she said, smirking. “You three make a pretty good team.”

“I take it you won’t need to keep us prisoner anymore,” the Oddstar captain said, picking at a small tear the shark-crab’s claw had cut in his jacket.

Misha snickered.

“As far as I’m concerned, you’re honorary Titan troopers,” she replied. “It’s clear that you are who you say you are. Even if you hadn’t just ejected a monster from my space station, the tests coming back on your coin device are astounding. There is so much data, from so many different universes. Either this is one of the most painstakingly crafted attempts of espionage I’ve ever heard of, or this game of yours is real. That could be big for us.”

“Leader?” Maxine asked.

“Graham, this is the chance of a lifetime,” Leader Misha continued. “Not just for you or me, but for all humanity. If you win this game and get a wish, you could undo the war. You could bring back millions of lost souls—you could even make the maggots a mere memory. It would be the single most important achievement in our history.”

“Yes, but is it even possible?” Maxine retorted, trying not to sound disrespectful. “Finding an unidentified object in an unknown location among infinite realities isn’t exactly tic-tac-toe. It’ll be like finding a needle in a haystack if the haystack were as large as the known universe.”

“Larger,” Stryke interjected.

“Granted, but to save a race from centuries of war? I’ll take those odds,” the leader said. “That’s why I am ordering you to join the Oddstar on its mission to find the Relic and win Which Where.”

Maxine was flustered. Her mouth fell open, struggling to articulate her thoughts.

“Leader, surely you need to take some time to consider such a rash decision,” she suggested.

“There’s nothing to consider, trooper,” Misha rebutted. “There’s too much to be gained. What’s the matter, soldier? I can think of hundreds of men and women who would gladly leap into the void if it would end the war.”

“You’d have to put them in front of the void to know for sure,” Maxine argued.

From the way Misha pursed her lips, she realized she was overstepping her boundaries. Maxine looked over at the other two for support. She met Stryke’s eyes, then inhaled deeply.

“If this is your order, ma’am, I’ll go.”

“It is,” Leader Misha said, staring Maxine dead in the eye. “Think of it this way, Graham: if you succeed, you’ll be a hero. The Council would look like a bunch of fools compared to you.”

“I don’t want to be a hero.”

“You want to do the right thing, though, don’t you?”

Reluctantly, Maxine nodded.

“Then make me proud, soldier,” Misha said.

She took a step back and regarded the other two.

“Maybe it was destiny that brought you to our door. Maybe this crazy old man of yours is looking out for us. Either way, you three have the power to change a whole hell of a lot—I suspect in more realities than one.”

“When do we go?” Will asked, looking over at the wreckage in the hangar.

“It’ll take a few days to move the debris out of the way and get the bay back in functional order,” the leader answered. “You are more than welcome to stay in the lounge and relax—this time with the door unlocked. We can load supplies onto your ship while we’re at it.”

“Really?” Stryke said. “That’s very generous.”

“We want you to succeed as much as you do. I consider it a small investment and the least we could do.”

Stryke rubbed his shoulders. He was eager to get off his feet and nurse his bruises.

“I won’t turn you down, then,” he said.

“Anyway, enough talk,” Misha said. “Go and rest up. We’ll bring food to you in a little while—no doubt you’re starving.”

The two men and the trooper nodded. They turned back to the corridor when Misha reached out. She stopped Maxine with a hand on her shoulder. They locked eyes.

“I’m counting on you, Graham,” she said.

Maxine stared back at her commander for a moment before bowing her head.

“I won’t let you down.”
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THE morning of their departure came sooner than Will would have preferred.

He tried to shrug Stryke away when the captain woke him before he realized where he was and rose into consciousness.

The two of them followed the station’s occupants to one of the many dining halls, where they spotted Maxine at a station that synthesized scrambled eggs. They grabbed a plate without exchanging a word and ate with hungry fervor. After they finished their quiet, awkward meals, the trio made their way to the landing bay.

Leader Misha’s people were loading the last crate of supplies into the Oddstar’s cargo hold as they entered the hangar. The commander herself oversaw the operation, turning to face the three of them when she noticed their presence.

“It’s time,” she told them with a warmth that felt out of place coming from a military officer.

She shifted her glance to Maxine and smiled with sad pride.

“I don’t want to see you go, Graham, but I can’t think of anyone better suited for the job. There’s a reason you were chosen. I can see that, now.”

“If I don’t return—” Maxine started.

“You’ll return, I do not doubt that,” Leader Misha said. “And I know that when you do, you’ll return victorious. You’ll be the greatest hero in history, Graham. I know you can do it—and there will be a parade for you once you do.”

Will and Stryke remained silent as the soldier and her commander said their farewells.

Before long, they climbed onto the Oddstar’s ramp and waved goodbye. Misha returned Stryke’s golden game token, which he pocketed just before the cargo bay door closed shut.

Maxine sank into one of the bridge seats with uncertain eyes. She looked like someone who didn’t want to ride a roller coaster anymore now that it was her turn to go.

The other two didn’t give her much time to get comfortable at her station. She said nothing as they gave her a quick tour of the ship.

Thanks to Misha and the Titans, they now had two lockers full of blasters and half a dozen exosuits stored in the corridor, just before the passage to the cargo bay. They also had a healthy store of things like rations, medical supplies, and other survival gear for emergencies.

Hopefully we won’t need any of it, Will thought.

Stryke explained that Maxine would be co-piloting the ship with him. She took her place at the front of the bridge and looked over her controls.

Not a word was uttered as they started up the engine and lifted away from the space station.

Titan Station grew smaller in the ship’s rear feed when a sudden pop filled the bridge. The Game Master appeared out of thin air.

The three humans jumped to their feet, afraid they had another monster to contend with before they realized what was going on. The Game Master saw their apprehension and held his cane up as if to fend them off.

When it was clear there was no threat, they relaxed.

“Well, someone’s on edge,” the old man said. He lowered his cane.

“So you’re not just a hallucination,” Maxine said. “Nice to have it confirmed.”

“Ahhh, Maxine,” the Game Master said, smiling at the trooper. “It’s good to see you again! I’m glad you found your way safely onto the Oddstar.”

“I wouldn’t exactly say ‘safely,’ ” Stryke commented.

“Speaking of which!” Will started. “Do you mind explaining what the hell that shark-crab thing was about?”

“Oh that?” the Game Master said, turning to face the Earthling. “That was what we in the business call a ‘hitchhiker.’ ”

“A what?”

“An ARD hitchhiker,” the Game Master repeated. “Crossing barriers between parallel realities is no trivial matter, my dear lad. When you activate the ARD and create a tunnel to another universe, things can get sucked in along the way. Things from the dimension you’re leaving—or just from realities you pass through along the way. These things hitch a ride into whichever reality you’re jumping to like a snake in the wheel well if they manage to hold on long enough.”

“So the monster wasn’t from this reality?” Stryke inquired.

He looked at Maxine, who shrugged.

“I’ve never seen anything like it before,” she commented.

“Of course you haven’t. You must have passed through its home when you jumped from Will’s universe to Maxine’s.”

“Is this going to happen every time?” asked the Earthling.

“No, no,” the Game Master answered. “But the odds of picking up a hitchhiker is rather high. You travel through a lot of different realities during a jump, you know.”

“How high are the odds?”

“Who knows?” the old man replied. When he saw how distraught his answer left them, he added, “Don’t worry, though! That’s all just part of the fun!”

Will wouldn’t quite classify fighting a shark-crab monster as “fun.” Fun for him was a quiet evening alone with a good book, filled with reruns of a show that babbled at him mindlessly. That beat launching an ARD hitchhiker into space any day.

He could see from his new friends’ expressions that they thought something similar.

The Game Master’s face fell when he realized he wasn’t putting them at ease.

“I mean it! Don’t fret!” he said, trying to maintain his cheerfulness. “After the display I just saw, I’m sure you lot can handle whatever you come up against. I have faith in this team; that’s why I chose each of you.”

He glanced at the image of space on the ship’s viewscreen.

“Now, I think you have some more friends to pick up—there’s no time to waste!”

“Wait! What happens when we get everyone?”

The old man ignored the question.

“Until next time! Ta-ta!”

He was gone with a snap of his fingers.

Will thought about Earth as he processed what the omnipotent psychopath had said. He wondered if anything hitched a ride when Stryke jumped into his reality, when he was freed from the prison van. Maybe a monster like the shark-crab, or something even bigger and stronger, started tearing up the lines of traffic on the interstate after they were gone. Maybe the tanks and police officers had to divert their efforts to fight it off like a bad Godzilla movie.

Maybe it was something harmless. Something like a flower from a reality of endless springtime, or a small cloud from a peaceful sky.

Maybe it was something unpredictable, like an entire city. He wanted to imagine something like that was impossible, but he knew better. The ARD didn’t seem to follow any rules like “only pull in small things” or “only pull in scary things.” The random chaos of the multiverse did whatever it wanted. The only thing he could do was try to be prepared for anything.

“What now?” Maxine asked after the silence went on for a few minutes. “When can we go to the next planet—or reality—or whatever?”

“Sometime in the next day or so,” Captain Stryke replied.

“A day?” Maxine was put off by the response.

“It can take a while to charge the ARD,” the smuggler explained. He gestured towards the glovebox where the mystical device was stored.

“The ship has been docked for over a day, though,” the trooper argued. “Shouldn’t it be ready now?”

Stryke shook his head.

“The ship has to be on and flying for the ARD to start charging efficiently,” he replied. “I’d love to tell you why, but the Game Master designed it and I don’t have a degree in theoretical physics. You’ll just have to trust my experience. Besides, this gives you some more time to get acclimated. Pick out your room and make yourself at home. We can get your physical out of the way before we make the jump as well.”

“That’s all handled by the machine in the office?” the trooper asked.

“And the asshole computer that runs it,” the captain replied.

“Status update, captain,” the ship’s computer said. “Results conclude that you are the asshole. That is all.”

“Don’t worry about her,” Stryke said to Maxine. “She’s got a prickly personality but she knows her shit.”

“Very well,” Maxine replied, standing straight like she was being inspected by Leader Misha herself. “Anything else, captain?”

Stryke was at a loss.

“Uh, no,” he said. “I’ll let you know when the ARD is ready.”

Maxine clicked her heels on the metal floor of the bridge. Then, without a second glance back, she pivoted and walked out to the ship’s corridor. Will and Stryke heard one of the living quarters open and close with a hiss.
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CAPTAIN Stryke placed his piece down on the illuminated chessboard with a sense of finality. The golden statuette of a corpse-like man leaning against a push broom reflected the glow of the board before a holographic representation of Stryke’s Zombie Janitor came to life above the table. It was like a character out of a video game, fully animated and lifelike to an eerie degree.

One of Will’s pieces was in the square the Zombie Janitor had been moved to. Stryke watched the Earthling stare at the two holographic figures like he was trying to solve a jigsaw puzzle. Stryke smirked and Will noticed it in the corner of his eye.

“Combat?” he asked uncertainly.

The captain’s smirk split into a grin.

“Combat,” he replied.

Stryke waved his hand over the holographic table. The digital representations of his Zombie Janitor and Will’s Violent Sandwich blinked red.

Virtual dice appeared in the air, shuffling in place until a number had been chosen. A green four floated in front of Will; a red three hovered over the captain’s side.

“What!” Stryke cried.

His Zombie Janitor swung its long broom at the sandwich, but the holographic meal leaped out of the way.

“Ha ha!” Will yelled in triumph. “My turn?”

“I guess so,” Stryke replied begrudgingly.

“Awesome,” the Earthling started. He reached out and tapped his Violent Sandwich, but left it where it sat. “I’m going to activate this guy’s ability and detonate.”

“I’m sorry?”

Will read off of the stats displayed on his end of the table.

“It says here that I can sacrifice the sandwich and do damage to everyone around it. So that would be your Janitor, your Tiger Slut, and Appleman.”

His finger pressed down on the controls and two twelve-sided dice rolled over the chessboard. Small numbers appeared over the heads of Stryke’s surrounding chess pieces.

The captain gawked once the dice stopped.

“What the hell?”

The digital Sandwich exploded in a small mushroom cloud. Stryke’s pieces tried to brace themselves but were vaporized by the blast.

Will grinned across the table.

“Huh,” Stryke said. “You’re kind of a natural at this.”

“Thanks.”

The door from the corridor opened up before the captain could answer. The two men turned to see Maxine standing in the doorway as it hissed shut.

“Ahoy there,” Stryke greeted the trooper, scooping up his set of chess pieces. “Have a good nap or whatever?”

“I needed a while to process things,” Maxine replied. Her tone was uncertain as she loitered in the threshold. “I’m sorry for being so off-putting. I have trouble adapting to situations I don’t understand.”

“I get it,” Will said. “I’m still not a hundred percent sure this isn’t just a crazy dream. So far, I’m just rolling with the punches.”

“That’s what you gotta do,” Stryke added. “Roll with the punches.”

“Indeed,” Maxine replied. She stepped farther into the lounge. “I’m just used to solving problems with sheer will, with my hands or my blaster. I’m not accustomed to thinking on my feet. I take orders; I don’t come up with them. It’ll require some time to adjust, but I think I’m grateful to be here.”

“Well, we think we’re grateful to have you, too,” Captain Stryke said. Then, seeing the tentative look in her eyes, added, “Don’t worry about it. We’re all in this together. You don’t have to depend on yourself alone.”

Maxine swallowed.

“That will also take some getting used to,” she said. “Still, it is nice to be part of a team. I was hardly ever chosen for squad duty; everyone considered me standoffish and cold.”

“I’ve worked with difficult people before, Maxine,” Stryke said, meeting her eyes as he stuffed his chess pieces into a drawer under the table. “Now what do you think about joining us?”

Maxine’s eyes darted over the table, examining the crude holograms and the tiny statues in each man’s hands. A resigned look crossed her face and she seemed to relax. She slipped into the chair next to Will.

“You two are playing chess?” she asked.

“Multiverse Chess,” Stryke answered.

“An invention of the Game Master?” Maxine guessed.

“Bingo.”

“It’s pretty fun once you know what you’re doing,” Will said. “Wanna play?”

“Uh,” the trooper replied uncertainly. “Sure.”

Will stood up and let Maxine take his seat. She looked down at the collection of shiny chess pieces like she had been served a disgusting lunch.

“Have you ever played regular chess?” asked Stryke.

Maxine nodded.

“Good,” the captain said. “That will make this a lot easier. It’s basically the same thing, but each type of piece is unique with its own stats and abilities.”

“Okay…”

“You build yourself a set of custom pieces. Your goal is to kill the other player’s king in combat. Instead of just ‘taking’ another piece, you enter combat when you try to move onto its square. You roll your attack dice against their defense dice, and if you win, their piece dies and you take their place.”

“Can we just play and I’ll learn as we go?” Maxine asked.

She looked like someone had recited Edgar Allan Poe in Korean before asking her which verse was her favorite.

Stryke and Will peered at each other with cocked eyebrows.

“I mean, if you really want to,” Will said.

Before they could offer her a starter set, the Oddstar computer announced, “The ARD is ready to perform the next jump.”

“How does that thing know which reality to jump to next?” Maxine asked, setting down one of the shiny figurines. She was kinda relieved she didn’t have to learn their strange game.

“It’s programmed into the token,” Stryke answered. “The Game Master has it all planned out.”

“What if it sends us to the wrong place?” Maxine questioned. “What if it takes us to the right reality, but on the wrong side of the galaxy?”

“I mean, theoretically, it could even land us inside a planet,” Stryke said. “But the odds against those kinda things happening are almost astronomical. We just need to have faith. Now, unless there are any objections, we’ve got another reality to get to.”

Will and Maxine followed Stryke up to the bridge, taking their seats near the front. The trooper saw the other two grip the handles on the tops of their chairs and emulated them, even if she didn’t understand why.

“Ready?” Captain Stryke asked.

“I guess so?” Maxine replied.

Will just nodded, squeezing his eyes shut.

“Computer, initiate the ARD jump,” the captain commanded.

In the blink of an eye, they were gone.

Then they popped back into existence, the Oddstar unfolding until it was real and material again.

Maxine lurched forward in her seat but managed to maintain a hold on her handles. Will thought his arms were going to be ripped from their sockets as he gripped his. A layer of perspiration covered his face.

“Well, that was something,” Maxine commented, leaning back in her chair as she caught her breath. “Can’t say I’d wanna do that every day.”

“Don’t worry. You get used to it.”

“When?” Will asked, doubling over.

He thought he was going to be sick again, but he managed to swallow it down.

Maxine looked up at the viewscreen. Her mouth fell open in awe.

The horizon of an orange, desert-covered planet stretched from one side of the display to the other. Small seas dotted the landscape, stunningly blue against their arid surroundings. Glowing swirls of clouds churned in the atmosphere like shimmering hurricanes.

Will was stunned by the alien beauty of it all.

“Where are we?” he inquired.

“Local planet name: Ghenna,” the Oddstar computer answered.

“It’s glorious,” Maxine said, transfixed on the horizon.

The three of them jolted when they heard a noise come from behind.

They spun around in unison.

The sound came again, this time from the corridor.
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“WHAT was that?” Will asked.

He clutched onto the back of his chair as he stared towards the hallway door.

“I knew it!” Maxine exclaimed, looking back and forth between the other two. “Deep down, I knew this was an elaborate maggot trap!”

“It’s not a trap!” Stryke cried in defense. His face fell as he stepped toward the doorway. “At least—not one of ours.”

Good way to put your crew at ease, captain, Will thought.

Maxine drew her blaster, stepping sideways so she could keep an eye on both the hallway and her new crewmates.

Stryke unfastened his holster, retrieved his weapon, and crept toward the door.

“Hey, what about me?” Will whispered.

“Here,” Stryke said, producing a blaster from under one of the consoles. “Be careful.”

The captain dropped the weapon into the Earthling’s hand, who regarded it like a disgusting slug. Will would feel more comfortable with a solid pipe he could clunk something over the head with. The last thing he wanted was to accidentally blow a hole in the wall and kill them all.

He closed his eyes and prayed he wouldn’t need to use the gun.

The three of them encircled the door to the hallway. Stryke opened the entrance and the three weapons pointed through its threshold. He led the way in as the blasters darted in every which direction.

Another clang came from the opposite side of the hall. Will thought he heard a voice through one of the doors, but he couldn’t make out any words.

“The lounge,” Maxine mouthed soundlessly at the other two.

Stryke put his finger to his lips and nodded in agreement.

They took delicate steps towards the breakroom door, making every effort to not rattle the metal floor as they moved. The hallway had never felt so long before. Maxine’s armor jostled a little as she aimed around the room.

Will pictured another shark-crab hanging out in the lounge, eating their cereal and making a mess of the dining area. He imagined it chewing on their couch as the fridge door hung open, letting all the food inside spoil. He could picture the monster taking huge chunks out of the carpet and wall, unsure of what else to do with its bestial fury.

Stryke gestured for them to wait and listen once they arrived at the door. The three of them leaned in and pressed their ears against the wall, listening for any signs of their intruder.

Will heard a cough come from within. It almost sounded human.

The captain’s eyes widened. He heard it, too.

He locked eyes with the other two to make sure they were ready; both gazed back expectantly.

Stryke counted down from three with his fingers, then touched the contact beside the lounge door. It slid open with a hiss.

All they could see through the entrance was blackness. Whoever was in the lounge didn’t bother to turn any of the lights on.

Perfect for an ambush, Will realized.

Who would want to ambush them, though? How would they even get aboard the Oddstar in the first place? Did they come from Titan Station, or were they native to this new reality?

So much didn’t make sense to the Earthling, but deep down, he wasn’t sure the intruder was sinister.

He held his breath nonetheless and waited for someone to leap out at him. His muscles begged him to relax, but that wasn’t an option.

Maxine activated the tactical flashlight on her blaster. Its beam of light washed over the lounge walls, none of which showed any signs of damage. The kitchen seemed untouched other than a repetitious dripping coming from the sink. Nothing was broken or out of place; whoever lurked in the darkness didn’t seem interested in making a mess.

Maxine’s light shifted over to the couch, where a dark form sat.

The trooper’s arms snapped to attention, locking the beam on the stranger. Will almost shrieked when he noticed the man sitting on the couch, but he managed to bite down on his lip and stop himself.

“Whoa there!” a voice came from the form. He turned his head towards the source of the light, shielding his eyes with an arm.

“Hold it!” Stryke shouted, his own blaster lined up on the stranger’s skull.

The man on the couch lifted something to his face as Will’s eyes adjusted to the deep shadows cast by the flashlight. With a squint, the Earthling realized the stranger was slurping from a bendy straw, impaled into the largest cup he had ever seen.

The man took an enormous gulp, then asked, “Is there a problem, officer?”
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“WHAT is that?” Stryke demanded. He jumped when the stranger took another sip from the jumbo cup.

“It’s a soda,” the stranger said. “Want some?”

There was a pause, a few silent seconds while the gears in the captain’s head started to whir.

“Computer, bring up the lights,” he said.

The lounge lights turned on and brightened until everyone could see clearly. None of the crew members lowered their weapons, but they relaxed as the stranger became easier to see.

A few droplets of cola stained his green Hawaiian shirt. The man wore dusty round glasses above an unkempt dark brown goatee, his mustache refusing to make contact with his short chin hair. He had an olive, almost Mediterranean complexion and shaggy hair.

The strange man didn’t seem concerned that the other three pointed their weapons at him. He gazed at them with bored eyes, slurping more of his gigantic soda.

“Who are you?” the captain asked.

“I’m Gary,” the man replied.

“Where do you come from, Gary?”

The strange man tossed a thumb over his shoulder towards the kitchenette.

“Just back there.”

“No—I mean before that,” Stryke clarified.

“I came from my mother, you weirdo,”  answered the man in the floral-print shirt.

“How did you get on the ship?” Stryke hissed through gritted teeth. “Did you stow away on Titan Station? Are you from the planet we’re in orbit above—or did you come from somewhere else?”

“I dunno, man, you’re the one who picked me up,” Gary said. “What’s with all the questions? Is this an interrogation? Where’s my lawyer??”

“Picked you up from where?” Will asked.

He lowered the blaster. As far as he could tell, the stranger meant no harm to them.

The others kept their weapons raised.

“Where?” Gary replied. “That’s a big question. I can’t say for sure.”

“Why don’t you try?”

The stranger set his enormous cup down on the arm of the sofa. He stroked his beard.

“Well, the last thing I remember was a flash of light and the chamber filling with fluid,” Gary said with a new air of severity. “I was helping my mentor with an experiment to unlock the secrets of human potential. Through gene therapy, I was transformed into the ultimate fighting machine.”

Gary gestured down at his remarkably average physique. Maxine arched an eyebrow.

“It looks like something went wrong, though,” the bespectacled man said. He scooped up his soda and shook it, trying to gauge how much was left.

“You’re human?” Will said.

Gary shrugged.

“I dunno, man,” he replied.

The other three blinked at the stranger.

“Were you even in an experiment?”

“Nah, not really,” Gary said, taking a loud slurp from the straw.

Stryke squinted at the bizarre man.

“Then who are you?”

“I already told you! I’m Gary.”

“What’s your last name?” Stryke asked.

Gary shrugged. “Don’t have one,” he said. “It’s just Gary.”

“Just Gary?”

“What’s up with the fifth degree?” Gary inquired. “Or fourth degree—wait, which is it?”

“Third degree,” Will corrected.

“Bingo!”

Stryke leaned toward the other two and whispered, “What do you guys make of this?”

“I think it’s some kind of trap,” Maxine replied in a low voice, frowning.

“Why?” Will asked. “He seems pretty harmless, to me.”

“But not deaf,” Gary interjected. “Didn’t your mothers tell you it’s rude to talk about someone like they’re not there?”

Stryke spun around, blushing. He focused on the stranger.

“Alright then,” the captain started. “Are you friendly?”

“I’ve been called a nice guy before,” Gary replied.

“And you don’t plan to harm us, do you?”

“Harm you?” Gary repeated, aghast. “I just met you! Why? Should I? That doesn’t sound very cash money.”

“How do we know we can trust you?” Maxine asked.

“I swear on my left tit that I am a cool dude. I’m a lover, not a fighter.”

“I don’t know what to make of this guy,” said Stryke.

“He seems alright to me,” Will said. “Worst case scenario, he’s gonna eat all of our food stores.”

“And best case?”

“He might be the difference between life and death one day—if he wanted to join us, after all.”

“Join you for what?” Gary had a childish smile under his chocolate-colored mustache.

“A game.”

“Ooo, I love games.”

“Hold on Will,” the captain stepped in. “We don’t know who he really is. I’d feel a lot better if we let the autodoc run some tests on him.”

“Me too,” Maxine added. She refused to take her eyes off the eccentric stranger.

“Besides,” Stryke continued, “if he does end up joining the crew, he’ll have to get checked out anyway.”

“Oh shit, I didn’t study for any tests,” Gary said. “But I don’t mind being checked out.”

He winked.




* * *




It took about an hour for the ship’s computer to collect samples and process the information. Every test they ran resulted in the same thing: Gary was just a human male who wasn’t aboard before the ARD jump—and then he was. Nothing indicated any deception, nothing to suggest that the mysterious weirdo was anything other than what he appeared to be. He had no infections, no radioactivity, no mutations. He was given a clean bill of health and deemed thoroughly harmless.

“Satisfied?” Will asked the other two.

Maxine furred her brow. She couldn’t help but feel a lingering suspicion despite there being no evidence to justify it.

She shrugged.

“What do we do with him—with you, I mean?” Stryke asked, redirecting his question at Gary.

“Is a night out at a carnival on the table?” the man in the Hawaiian shirt asked.

“If he wants to join the team, I say we go ahead and let him,” Will offered. “What do you think? Any objections?”

Neither of the other two crewmates said a word. With a bit of hesitation, they shook their heads.

“What do you say, Gary? Wanna join us?”

Gary twisted one end of his mustache and pondered.

“Well, if I understand right, you’re participating in a multidimensional game of unimaginable danger for the benefit of a cane-wielding crazy god-man?” he asked.

The other three exchanged dubious grimaces.

“When you put it that way, it doesn’t sound great,” Stryke replied.

“Sounds fun,” Gary said. “I’m in.”











PART III - DOONAI
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STRYKE and Maxine kept an eye on their new team member as the four of them settled onto the bridge. No one was sure what station Gary should work so he just sat in the nearest empty seat. The strange man fiddled with his control console and slurped on his soda.

Will felt at ease around Gary. He gave off an aura that the Earthling interpreted as child-like curiosity. The newest addition to their crew seemed undaunted by danger but excited by the unknown. Fearless and fascinated.

Gary didn’t pay the others any thought. Instead, he became entranced by the planet on the viewscreen.

The orange orb filled the center of the display. Will thought it looked a bit like a desaturated Mars covered in churning vortexes of sparkling clouds. The surface itself was pitted and scarred with deep canyons and wide craters.

“Computer,” Captain Stryke started, “what can you tell us about this planet? What did you say it was called? Ghenna?”

“That’s its name, don’t wear it out!” the computer replied. “Though, that appears to be a recent change—relatively.”

“What was it called before?” Will asked.

“Earth.”

Will shook his head. He must have misheard.

“Sorry?”

“This is an alternate version of the planet Earth,” the Oddstar’s computer answered. “You know…the place you used to live?”

“I know what Earth is,” Will replied, annoyed. “I mean, how is this Earth? Look at it! It’s a desert planet. Where are the oceans, huh? Where’s goddamn Greenland?”

“Unclear,” the computer said.

“What year is it?” Stryke asked.

“It is the one hundred thirty-first century. 13,082 A.D. by standard measurements.”

“Over eleven thousand years in the future,” Will muttered to himself.

Maxine’s eyes widened. Gary continued to slurp.

“Looks like your planet really let itself go,” Stryke said.

“What happened to it?” Maxine asked.

“Scans indicate enormous shifts in the terrain, climate, and atmospheric composition,” the computer replied. Its delivery was almost cheery.

“Caused by what?”

“Hypothesis: these changes were caused by a cataclysmic chain reaction several millennia in the past. There are heavy traces of radioactivity in the atmosphere, particularly in concentrated storms of isotopic activity.”

“Wouldn’t any nuclear fallout have dissipated ages ago?” said Maxine.

“Detecting several recent atomic detonations,” the computer explained. “It appears to still be a popular method of warfare among the planet’s survivors.”

“Well they sound lovely,” Will said.

“Over ninety percent of Ghenna’s radioactivity is naturally occurring. It is possible that deposits of radioactive materials were opened or disturbed during ancient catastrophes. Openings in the crust itself appear to be emitting clouds of toxic particles into the air.”

“So there are nuclear volcanoes,” Stryke observed. “Fantastic.”

Will watched one of the swirls hover above the planet’s surface. Were they all toxic clouds of death? Was it even safe down there? Someone must live down there, but how? Was it like Mad Max, or was civilization thriving once again, born anew to adapt to this new world?

Is this the future his Earth should expect?

“Computer, can you microwave a burrito by throwing it into one of those storms?” Gary asked, finishing his massive soda and setting it aside.

“Negative,” the computer replied. “You would simply ruin the burrito.”

“Damn.”

Stryke cast Gary a side glance, then asked, “Computer, is it safe down there for us?”

“Radiation levels in areas unaffected by storms are practically harmless,” the happy electronic voice said.

“Practically harmless?”

“Long-term exposure is not recommended.”

“Well, I guess that’s better than nothing,” Stryke said, looking down at his monitor to analyze the sensor data. “We should be in and out, anyway. We’re just picking up…” He trailed off.

“Bawn de Bom,” the computer finished the thought, “of Reality HH3-141.”

“Right,” the captain said. “So we just dodge the radiation storms and everything should be peachy.”

“Are the people cool?” Gary inquired.

Will cocked his eyebrow.

“That’s not a bad question. What are the people like?”

“Unclear.”

Stryke thumbed his chin, then said, “Computer, are we picking up any energy signatures from the surface?”

“Nothing that would indicate an industrious civilization,” the computer answered. “No carbon emissions, no man-made nuclear reaction.”

“They could be beyond those means of energy,” Maxine suggested. “Would we be able to detect renewable power?”

“If they have any electricity, there doesn’t seem to be enough of it concentrated anywhere to register,” Stryke said, referring to his control station. “It looks like these people nuked themselves back to the Stone Age.”

Will squinted at the planet on the viewscreen.

“Where are we even going? I really don’t like the look of those storms.”

Stryke shrugged.

“I’m not sure. The computer has to lock in the coordinates from the game token. It could take hours for all I know.”

“Target located,” the computer said. “Landing course locked in. Initiate landing sequence?”

“Or not,” Maxine commented.

Stryke scoffed.

“Where are we landing, computer?”

The viewscreen flickered as it showed a top-down view of a city on the planet’s surface. It appeared to be nestled in a canyon, deep in the arid regions of the largest continent—though it was hard to make out details from the image. None of the radiation clouds could be seen anywhere nearby, though a nasty-looking haze of dust and sand loomed over the settlement. Windows glowed yellow with light as the daytime approached.

“Warning: local sandstorm detected,” the computer said. “I advise remaining in shelter after our landing is complete until the extreme weather has dissipated.”

“Noted,” Captain Stryke said, leaning back in his chair. “Go ahead and take us in.”
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WILL expected to see wonderful vistas and strange, alien architecture. Instead, there was only an orange haze. The sandstorm engulfed the entire region as the Oddstar touched down on the planet’s surface.

They listened to the winds in uncomfortable anticipation, hoping the storm would dissipate soon. Gary spent the time listing as many different kinds of birds he could think of.

The storm started to relent after an hour of listening to the sand pelting their hull. Small glimpses of the sky peeked through the thinning cloud of dust. They could see the shape of cliff walls, tall buildings, and plants. The long leaves of palm-like trees swayed in the wind as the remnants of the storm died down. The dust blew away and left only a smattering of sand and a sharp breeze.

Forms started to emerge from buildings as the last edges of the sandstorm rolled away from the canyon.

The forms belonged to people, who made their way to the strange ship with cautious fascination. They seemed unnerved, like the ship might spout flames at any moment and try to devour them all.

Maxine’s hand hovered over her blaster as she watched the shapes approach the Oddstar.

“Who are they?” she asked.

“The locals, I’d guess,” Stryke replied. “I wonder if they’re friendly.”

“I wonder if they have any gum,” Gary commented, looking between his new companions. “Anyone else really craving a stick of gum right now?”

No one replied.

The locals gathered into a crowd, encircling the ship at a safe distance.

Their skin was orange and plated together like the scales of a crocodile. Mothers put four-fingered hands on their children’s heads while husbands whispered into their lobeless ears.

Aside from the shark-crab floating outside Titan Station, they were the most alien creatures Will had ever seen. He half-expected one to step forward and tell them to live long and prosper.

“They don’t seem hostile,” Will commented, scanning the curious, terrified faces. “They seem scared.”

“Probably not used to tourists,” Stryke said.

The children looked at the Oddstar, their eyes glistening in wonder. Their parents tried to shield them just in case their curiosity got the better of them.

Maxine relaxed her shoulders but the rest of her muscles were ready to spring into action at a moment’s notice. Being surrounded by anything put her on edge.

“What do we do?” she asked.

“Why don’t we just say hi?” Stryke suggested. “I figure that’s always a good place to start.”

“What if you’re wrong? What if they’re dangerous?”

Stryke put a hand on Maxine’s armored shoulder.

“Then we’ll do what we gotta do,” he answered. “I try to assume the best of people, though. Maybe give that approach a try. Anyway—let’s go make first contact!”

The loading ramp lowered at the pace of an exhausted snail. The four offworlders stood in its threshold, gazing out at the onlookers as the ramp touched the ground.

The locals watched in hushed amazement.

The Oddstar was parked in an oasis skirting the edge of the city, which was contained within the walls of the canyon. Sunlight sparkled off a large pond between a gathering of palm trees, the water so still that it almost appeared frozen. Birds leaped from vibrant bushes, soaring up and away from the canyon.

Stryke led the way down the ramp.

The orange-skinned people took a step back. The captain stopped and raised his hands in a sign of peace.

The locals froze. They stared unblinkingly at the party like children at a zoo.

“Uh, hi!” Stryke said.

The locals flinched at the sound of his voice, but they didn’t retreat.

“We come in peace.”

Murmuring broke out among the crowd. Will thought he made out a word or two, but couldn’t be sure. Most of it sounded like meaningless babble to him.

The commotion quieted down and one of the locals said in a loud voice, “They look like Ancient Ones!”

That inspired another round of excited murmurs. Will was unsure how to view this development.

An elderly local stepped forward. He wore finely woven vestments of silky white and gilded hemming.

“Are you gods?” he asked.

The crowd collectively held its breath, awaiting the answer.

“That’s right!” Gary replied, stepping in front of his crewmates and putting his hands on his hips. “And we’re here to harvest your souls! Repent, bitches!”

Cries of fear and panic erupted from the onlookers. The old priest squealed and backed away, disappearing into the crowd. The rest of the townsfolk followed his lead and did the same. They bumped into each other and stumbled around like headless chickens as they tried to put more distance between them and the foreign demons.

Maxine, Stryke, and Will scowled over at Gary.

“What’d you say that for?” Will asked.

Gary shrugged.

“I thought it would help,” he said.

“How?”

“I dunno, man!” Gary replied. “This is my first day!”

“People, people!” Stryke yelled. “Our friend thinks he’s funny, but as you can see, he doesn’t know how to read a room. We mean you no harm!”

“That’s right,” Will added, raising his voice. “We’re also not gods. I repeat, not gods.”

“We’re visitors from another world,” Stryke said. He looked back at his crewmates. “Or worlds, rather.”

The crowd didn’t seem entirely convinced by Stryke and Will’s reassuring words. Motion rippled through the group. They started parting to form a lane down the middle for a tall, lavishly dressed man.

He wore an ornate headpiece made of tall, colorful petals of metal and jewels which made him look like an Aztec warrior. The orange-skinned fellow was young and strong, but dressed like an exotic bishop. He was draped in a light white robe just like the one the old man wore that fluttered in the soft breeze. A gold locket hung around his neck, its face exposed, displaying a faded photo of Bob Ross.

The man stepped out from the crowd, facing the Oddstar and its crew.

“Welcome, distant visitors,” the man said, spreading his arms apart and regarding the strangers with religious reverence. “I am Shaman Kelt, spiritual leader. I speak for the people.”

“Greetings,” Stryke said, a little unsure of himself. “Forgive us; we didn’t mean to frighten you.”

“Don’t mind them,” Shaman Kelt said, casting a glance back at the crowd. “They’re not used to visitors, especially ones from off-world. They can be a superstitious lot; most are not used to seeing people with your complexion and such defined ears.”

None of the adventurers knew what to say.

“You come at a good time,” Kelt continued. “We were just about to feast in honor of the ancestors. No good introduction is made in the absence of food. I can give you a tour of our majestic city along the way. Come! Let us learn more about each other. Oh—and welcome to Doonai!”
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DOONAI was built along cascading cliffs that led all the way from the canyon to the sandy dunes below. The city was made up of three tiers that wound down the cliff face like the steps of a gargantuan staircase.

The Oddstar was parked on the top tier with the oasis. The temple, the square, and a gathering of large manors were also housed there. A long flight of stairs connected the top tier to the middle tier, which was built on a plateau about a hundred feet below.

The middle tier seemed to be the heart of commerce in Doonai. The market that dominated the level boasted more shops and stands than Will could count. Never-ending rivers of people ran between the sandstone houses, moving to and from the marketplace. A large circular building with an open roof loomed over the tier from against the cliff wall.

The bottom section was connected to the middle by another long staircase. The houses there were small and made of assorted materials; mostly scrap and cheap bricks. It was a shantytown, reminiscent of the favelas on Earth. A few patches of farmland dotted the bottom tier, but they were all barren and dry.

Will was mesmerized by the architecture as Kelt led them through the streets of the top tier. Engravings marked the walls of the temple and statues of various familiar figures were embedded into the stone. Will recognized a toilet, and another was unmistakably Santa Claus. The most prominent carving on the temple walls was the emblem of a flame-covered heart.

They rounded the corner of one of the streets just in time to see an orange man crash hard into the ground.

Stryke stuck out his arm to stop his crewmates as another fellow picked up the first and heaved him against a wall. The brawlers grunted and growled as they wrestled against each other’s grip.

The man on the wall pushed off with his leg and led with his fist, slamming it right into the other guy’s nose. Cartilage crumpled under the blow and blood spurted out.

“Whoa,” Will said, standing on his tiptoes to see over Gary’s head. “Should we stop them?”

“No, it’s fine. Relax,” Shaman Kelt replied. “It’s merely a scuffle. Fighting is the Doonai way, after all.”

The man with the broken nose doubled over, then charged his opponent headfirst and knocked the air out of his opponent’s lungs. The momentum of his charge sent both of them sprawling into the street.

A few other people watched the melee, ooing at the heavy blows and chuckling when the combatants lost their balance.

No one moved to help.

The two men breathed heavily for a moment before joining in on the laughter.

The one with the broken nose stood up and offered his hand to the man on the ground. They stood up together in the street, clutching their injuries and guffawing like old friends.

Stryke turned to the Doonai leader as the two fighters walked away from the scene and asked, “What the hell was that about?”

“I couldn’t begin to imagine,” Shaman Kelt answered. “It could be anything; maybe one of them made a joke the other didn’t like. Brawls like that aren’t uncommon. The people of Doonai have always been proud warriors, and proud warriors they remain. It’s all a part of who we are. Violence is a force of nature, and it has been integral to our survival as a people. We must learn from the mistakes of the Ancient Ones.”

“Ancient Ones?” Will said.

The Doonai leader frowned.

“An extinct race,” was the reply. “We’ve found holy relics from their time and managed to piece together the story they left behind. There are artifacts; art, architecture, records.”

He tapped the photo of Bob Ross around his neck.

“In fact, from what we’ve studied, the Ancient Ones look a lot like you four. They had exaggerated ear appendages and five-fingered hands. They lacked the orange skin of the Doonai. That’s why our people thought you might be gods; a second coming of the Ancient Ones after eons away.”

The Oddstar crew exchanged a look.

“We can exchange cultural customs and swap stories soon enough,” Kelt said with a bemused smile. “I am sure you have many questions—as do I. But first, what about that feast?”

The shaman didn’t wait for their hungry reply before leading the way down another alley, into a large square just in front of the city’s temple.

The temple itself was the largest structure in Doonai, blocking out the sun and casting a shadow over everything to the west. Its enormous doors hung open, towering at least thirty feet above the dusty street. A set of four Doonai guards hugged their spears and stepped aside as the young leader guided the party inside.

Gary sniffed the air as their footsteps echoed through the vast entrance chamber.

“Mmm! Something smells good!”

Shaman Kelt smirked over his shoulder at the mustachioed man.

“I hope you are hungry,” he said.




* * *




Dinner was exotic, to say the least. Will was presented with a steak cut from an enlarged grasshopper. Maxine chewed on a drumstick from a large, gamy bird. Stryke was served some kind of desert squid, but he turned it down politely. The captain claimed he never ate anything with tentacles.

Gary ate the bone gelatin they made for him and then asked if he could finish off everyone else’s dishes. They were happy to let him have his fill.

“I’ve been trying to keep my questions to myself, as you might have noticed, but the curiosity is too great,” Shaman Kelt started, adjusting his headdress. “You told us that you are travelers from another world—another dimension—but you never explained why you are here. Why Ghenna? Why Doonai?”

Captain Stryke sighed.

“Hmm. Where to start?” he thought aloud.

He always dreaded the task of trying to explain the old man’s game. It was like trying to describe a fever dream to a stranger on a bus.

He went right into it and explained. With Will and Maxine’s help—and the occasional odd comment from Gary—Stryke was able to summarize their adventures without losing their host along the way.

“The next teammate on our roster comes from Doonai,” Stryke said, bringing the story back to its original point. “Do you know anyone named Bawn de Bom?”

Shaman Kelt’s expression was stony and serious. He looked up at the temple’s ceiling as if someone had shouted his name from the rafters.

The Oddstar captain cocked his eyebrow and followed the shaman’s gaze, trying to figure out what he was staring at.

Kelt stretched his shoulders after an awkward minute of silence.

“You must all be exhausted,” he said, avoiding the captain’s eyes. “I’ve managed to pull a few strings around town. Four rooms are already prepared for you over at the inn on the middle tier. It is a cozy establishment; the best in town.”

Stryke was confused. Part of him wanted to push the matter, but he didn’t want to start an argument or commit a faux pas. All he wanted was someplace to rest and gather his thoughts, and from the look of it, the others felt the same.

He bit his tongue and nodded.

“Thank you,” he said.

Shaman Kelt smiled, glad to not have his change of subject challenged.

“Tomorrow, there is a big fight at the arena,” he started. “It’s supposed to be the melee of the season. You should join me for the show; compliments of the temple.”

“We just might do that,” Stryke said. Seeing the fatigue in his friends’ faces, he added, “Which way is that inn?”
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THE four crew members of the Oddstar were slow to rise the next morning. Someone had to wake Gary, leading to the discovery that he had night terrors and the unsuspecting strength of a chimpanzee.

Once they were dressed and alert—and Gary calmed down—they made their way from the Dusty Plate Inn out onto the streets of the city’s middle tier, towards the arena.

The energy coursing through the middle tier and its inhabitants reminded Will of scenes of an Earth stock exchange. Voices shouted out the names of exotic meats and bizarre gadgets while others haggled over the prices. A woman with braided hair down to her waist tried to grab Will by the shoulder so she could offer him a pair of stone sandals, but Maxine rescued him.

One urchin followed them for a block, spouting off the benefits of his “miracle shaving cream” and ignoring any insistence that they weren’t interested. He only left them alone when Gary tried to sell him the lint in his pockets. Then Gary ignored the merchant’s dismissive responses, stalking him through the square until the trader got unnerved and took off running.

Another woman sold something that looked like colorful fish, but when the Oddstar crew walked by, she stopped shouting and covered her stand with her body as if to hide her wares from them.

Will shook his head in confusion.

Maybe some people around here weren’t too fond of strangers. There were bound to be a few xenophobes; especially in such a superstitious society.

Almost everyone they saw was orange-skinned and four-fingered. They appeared to be the dominant race in Doonai, but as Will observed, they weren’t the only ones.

Some of the other denizens were strange-looking, to put it politely. A woman with a short trunk not unlike an elephant or an ant-eater pushed a cart past them and avoided eye contact. Another small family darted through the crowd, their skin black as coal and their hair orange as fire. They kept their gazes on the ground, stepping around the other Doonai with sheepish caution.

The market was huge, but it ended eventually and led into the arena plaza. A line of people trickled into the circular structure while others loitered by the entrance for the rest of their parties.

“Ah, there you are!” Shaman Kelt greeted the adventurers.

He stood next to an extinguished lamppost with a couple of placid-eyed servants, watching the crowd funnel into the arena.

“I was beginning to think you’d gotten lost. Come! The show is about to start!”

The Oddstar crew and the shaman’s entourage cut to the front of the line and entered the arena without tickets.

Perks of being with the leader, Will figured. He couldn’t help but notice the disappointed scowls of those waiting in line for their admission.

“Is there anything to eat?” Gary asked once they were past the ticket booth.

“There’re plenty of concessions,” one of the servants explained. He gestured to the small separate kitchens that lined the walls within the donut-shaped arena.

“I recommend the scorpion tails,” Shaman Kelt said. “Just tell them you’re with the Shaman of Doonai; they won’t charge you. Just meet us up top before the fight starts.”

“I’ll go with you,” Will told Gary. He turned back to Stryke and Maxine and said, “We’ll catch up with you guys. Go on.”

The captain shrugged and followed Kelt and company to a set of stairs leading up and out to the stands. Maxine trailed behind, frowning at a pair of locals arguing with each other against the railing.

Gary sauntered over to three people standing in line for one of the food vendors. The sign said the booth sold “feroqies,” but Will had no idea what that was.

He peered toward customers leaving the stand, but they carried closed containers. The smell lingered, though. Will thought someone had stepped on a stinkbug at first.

“Next!” the cashier called.

Gary stepped up.

“How can I help you?”

With a smile, Gary nodded. He lifted four fingers for the attendant to see and said nothing.

“You want four feroqies?” she asked.

Gary dropped two of the fingers.

“You want two?”

Gary gave a thumbs up and then shrugged.

The clerk regarded him with skeptical eyes before turning back to the kitchen and putting two green bundles into one of the containers. She snapped the lid on and offered it to Gary.

“That’ll be thirteen silver,” she said.

Gary raised four fingers again and grinned. He started to step away from the booth with the container in his other hand.

“Sir?” the woman at the booth said. “That’s thirteen coins. Not four.”

Gary dropped two of the fingers, smiling wider. He continued nodding. He reversed away from the store without breaking eye contact with the vendor.

“Hey!” the woman cried after him. “Hey there!”

Will wasn’t sure what just happened, but he decided to follow Gary’s lead. He lifted two fingers, smiled and nodded, and backed away as well.

The clerk shook her head, at a loss for what to do for a moment before deciding to let them go. She had other customers to worry about.

Will looked over at his new friend with inquisitive eyes, but Gary ignored him and marched up to the stands.

Fresh air flooded Will’s nostrils as they emerged into the open. It reminded Will of the stadium in his home city where they held college football games. There was no roof and the structure surrounded an open patch of ground. The center wasn’t as green or lush as a soccer field, though. The terrain was covered in craggy stones and desert plants like cacti and yucca. A few pillars were scattered on the pitch. They led nowhere and held nothing up; their only function was to serve as cover during fights.

The energy of the crowd was electric. The babbling and shuffling of hundreds of attendees filled the air like the rolling of thunder, never receding, never breaking.

Maxine looked over at Gary’s dish with a wrinkled nose when he popped the lid and its odor wafted over to her.

“What the hell are those?” she said, looking down at the oily green bundles.

Gary cut one in half with the strange wooden fork that came with his meal. He gave the morsel a quick sniff, then speared a piece and tossed it into his mouth. He grinned as he chewed and his eyes started to water. Maxine raised her eyebrows, waiting for him to spit the food out in disgust.

“Is that…good?” the trooper asked, noting the smile on Gary’s face.

“No,” he said, swallowing. He cut off another piece. “I hate it.” Then he popped it into his mouth.

Maxine reeled back a couple of inches. After an internal debate, she reached out with a curious gleam in her eye and took a piece of the feroqie. The trooper sniffed it, frowned, then tasted it. She spat the green lump out in a bout of sputtering and tried to wipe the taste off her tongue with her sleeve.

“That’s the most disgusting thing I’ve ever tasted!” she declared.

“Yeah, it’s pretty gross,” Gary agreed, taking another bite.

A tear rolled down his cheek.

Will returned his focus to the arena’s center. He stared at the opening opposite them, trying to catch a glimpse of what the fighters looked like.

He turned to Shaman Kelt and asked, “Is one of the fighters Bawn de Bom?”

A wave of cheering rose and washed out all else before the young leader could reply. The crowd rose to their feet, whooping and whistling as they faced the fighting pit.

One of the doors below opened, and a tall man emerged from it. The fighter towered at least seven feet above the dusty earth. His muscles shone in the sun’s light as he flexed them for the crowd.

Another fellow with a much less impressive physique marched from another door. He wore a long robe and leaned upon a walking stick as the crowd cheered once again.

The last fighter came out to thundering applause. Her red hair seemed almost flame-like in the daylight as she cradled a recurve bow and waved to the audience.

“Our fighters emerge!” someone announced loud enough for everyone in the arena to hear. “Behold! Garris the Gladiator!”

The muscular man raised an axe into the air and roared as the crowd went wild.

“Mythequin the Sorcerer!”

Another round of cheering for the man in the robe, though a few jeers joined the cacophony.

“And Ralen the Archer!”

The redhead gave a bow as the applause petered out.

“These brave fighters are here today for you, beautiful people of Doonai! Often our fighters are criminals answering for their sins, but do not be fooled! Regular spectators know our fighters. All three have worked their whole lives to be here, but only one can declare victory!” the announcer cried.

More cheering.

“Today, our champions fight one of the strangest mutants our hunters have ever encountered in the wasteland. It’s something we’ve been saving as a special treat, just for you! Behold the Beast of a Thousand Arms!”

The last gate to the arena opened, allowing sunlight to flood inside and reveal the twisted mass of flesh within. The monster pulled itself out of its compartment with a pound that shook the stands and crawled into the sunlight.
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WILL gasped as the monster “walked” out onto the field of dirt and stone. He’d never seen anything so grotesque in his life—even compared to the shark crab monster.

The mangled collection of flesh pulled itself along the ground slowly towards the center of the ring like a horrific caterpillar.

The crowd gasped and groaned at the mere sight of the freakish creature.

“The Beast of a Thousand Arms was located in the foothills of the Glowing Mountain, just south of the Sea of Dirt,” the announcer explained, trying to beat out the commotion. “Avid arena fans will recognize this species of mutant, though it is a rare treat to see one so large and ferocious! Mutants like this are simple-minded creatures, little more than dumb animals. Still, do not be deceived! The monster is dangerous—perhaps too dangerous for our brave heroes. That is for us to find out!”

The crowd started murmuring excitedly. The fighters below circled the beast, studying it.

“They have to fight that?” Will asked.

Shaman Kelt nodded, beaming with excitement.

“It should be quite a spectacle! Worthy of even the mythical Doo-Wayne Johnson.”

“At the sound of the gong, the fight will begin!” the announcer declared. “Fun fact: the Beast of a Thousand Arms is actually an amalgam of forty-seven arms, not one thousand. The 'Beast of Forty-Seven Arms’ doesn’t roll off the tongue quite as well, though. Alright! Looks like our champions are signaling that they are ready to begin!”

The gong sounded.

“Let the fight commence!”

The three fighters sprang into motion.

The archer sprinted back from the others. She climbed up on a stone outcropping that jutted from the earth and nocked an arrow. The gladiator roared along with the crowd to hype them up. He felt the weight of his axe while the sorcerer prepared an incantation on his right.

The Beast of a Thousand Arms pushed its way towards the fighters, kicking up a cloud of dust. Its biceps bulged as it reared back like a hellish steed. It spun at Garris and Mythequin with a voiceless groan like the Tasmanian Devil.

The sorcerer leaped out of the way, but Garris took the full brunt of a dozen slaps. The blows sent him spinning onto the ground. His axe skipped over the stone and the air was smacked out of his lungs.

An arrow was loosed and found its way between the knuckles of one of the mutant’s larger hands.

The sorcerer knelt down, chanting into his upturned palms until an orange glow arose from them.

The gladiator spun out of the way as an elbow came crushing down onto the ground where his head had been. He rose into a full sprint and bellowed a war cry, rushing to his weapon and seizing it as the beast threw a football-sized stone his way. The projectile crashed into the side of one of the pillars, exploding into a tan plume of debris.

Ralen fired another arrow, but the beast lumbered out of the way in time to avoid a pierced bicep.

The sorcerer held an orb of fire roughly the size of a volleyball. He heaved the sphere of magic at the beast with a strained grunt.

The monster tried to swat the fireball away, but the sphere exploded in a cataclysm of flame, engulfing the mutant like it was a burning effigy. The magical fire dissipated and left charred flesh dangling from where the fireball hit the monster.

Garris charged the beast with his axe held low. He brought it up in a swift slice, cleaving one of the mutant’s hands from its wrist. The creature writhed in agony, swinging its unharmed arms at the gladiator until a blow connected. Garris spun almost entirely around and dropped. The mutant seized him before he hit the ground with half a dozen strong hands and pulled the warrior towards the mess of flesh that made up its center.

Mythequin summoned another ball of fire in his palm, which grew larger as he chanted indecipherable nonsense to it.

Ralen loosed two arrows, then four. One hit the hand grappling Garris, but when it let go in pain, another pair of hands came in to replace it. The gladiator wriggled in the monster’s grip, but couldn’t leverage himself against anything. The Beast of a Thousand Arms squeezed tighter.

The sorcerer sent the second ball of fire flying at the monster, but it saw the blast coming. It pulled the gladiator up in front of it with a quick swivel and used him as a human shield. The fireball detonated on Garris’s chest. His screams echoed off the arena walls as the flames enveloped the gladiator.

Mythequin stared in bloodless horror as the mutant dropped Garris’s singed remains to the stone floor.

“Oooh, it looks like Garris won’t be getting up from that one!” the announcer said.

Ralen skipped from her rocky outcropping to a shady position behind a pillar. She used the stone column as cover and shot off a barrage of arrows that rained down on the beast from above.

Mythequin had the mutant’s full attention. It clumsily pulled itself toward him, favoring its wounded arms as it moved. The sorcerer looked all around for some salvation when he spotted the hand Garris had cleaved from the mutant. He cast a spell on the severed appendage with a flourish of his staff and more gibberish. The fingers twitched to life and the hand leaped up onto the tips like a nightmarish tarantula.

The sorcerer focused on the hand, guiding it back to the mutant. He made the appendage hover through the air and zoom at the Beast of a Thousand Arms like an angry head crab. It found a grip on one of the monster’s flailing forearms and dug its nails in deep. The hand crawled along the mutant’s body, trying to claw the beast into submission with its jagged nails. The monster flinched at each scratch but didn’t break its approach.

As soon as it was within arm’s reach of Mythequin, it seized the sorcerer by the throat. The robed man’s eyes bulged as he tried to fight against the monster’s grip, but there was nothing he could do. Blood filled his face, turning it plum-colored as the life was squeezed out of his body.

“Sweet ancestors! It looks like that’s it for Mythequin the Sorcerer! Seems he really choked at the end there!”

A sickening wave of laughter rose from the crowd.

The Beast of a Thousand Arms hurled the dead wizard at Ralen, who took cover behind her column as the corpse slammed into it.

She nocked a pair of arrows, shot them in an arc at the mutant, and impaled two of its arms. The beast convulsed in pain and pivoted towards the redhead. It swung its way towards the archer like a gorilla walking on its knuckles with disturbing velocity.

Fear filled Ralen’s eyes as she dipped behind the cover and pulled out two huge arrows, at least three times longer than the others she had been shooting. They looked like ballista bolts, almost as large as spears.

Her muscles spasmed as she nocked the arrows and pulled back the string. She took a few precious seconds to line up her shot before she released it.

The enormous bolts soared high into the sky before tipping down and diving straight into two of the beast’s opened palms. The force of the hit threw the monster down to the ground while the momentum of the arrows drove their tips deep into the stone. The monster tried to pry its hands up, but the pain was too great. It couldn’t move.

Ralen didn’t hesitate before she dove around the column and charged the Beast of a Thousand Arms. She leaped for Garris’s axe and gripped it tight between both hands before shuffling over to the monster. It struggled, trying to swat at her with one of its free arms, but striking air as the archer ducked out of the way.

The archer lifted the axe above her head. She shrieked with bloodlust and brought the weapon down on the mutant. The creature shook and twitched against the blow, still trying to free itself. She swung again and again and again until she chopped it right down the middle. Half of the monster’s arms fell to the left, the other half to the right as warm blood spilled onto the sand.

“Is that it?” the announcer boomed. “I believe it is! Ralen has defeated the Beast of a Thousand Arms! We have a victor!”

The redheaded woman raised the axe and basked in the adoration of the audience. Waves of cheering and applause washed over her. A grin appeared on her blood-stained face.
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PEOPLE chatted excitedly as they funneled out of the Doonai arena. They replayed the scene of Ralen’s triumph, exaggerating the details to heighten the drama. Even Maxine and Stryke were caught up in the thrill of it all; Maxine was gushing over Ralen’s talent while the captain brainstormed ways the other two fighters could have avoided their grim fates.

Will was the only one who noticed an old flyer as they walked past the ticket booth depicting a large, bulky man in full armor. The fighter swung an axe against an ogre-like mutant, his face obscured by the visor of his helm. The paper was torn and marked by various vandals, but most of the original design was still intact. At the bottom was the name: “Bawn de Bom, Arena Grand Champion.”

The Earthling turned to Shaman Kelt and pointed to the flier.

“That’s Bawn de Bom?” he asked. “Who is he? Where is he?”

The Doonai leader’s face fell as they left the arena and stepped out into the afternoon sun.

“You sure are interested in the Grand Champion, aren’t you?”

“He’s the Grand Champion?” Maxine asked, listening in on the conversation. She followed Will’s finger and scanned the poster. “The arena’s Grand Champion?”

“Former Grand Champion,” Kelt said. “Though I must admit, he was the fiercest fighter the ring has ever seen.”

“Too true,” one of Kelt’s servants commented.

A sinking sensation filled Will’s gut.

“Is he…dead?” he asked.

Shaman Kelt sighed.

“No,” he answered, shaking his head and making the beads on his headdress jingle. “He was famous for his mysterious persona. The full suit of armor was his trademark. He never showed his face and hardly ever spoke. He wasn’t seduced by the fame his prowess earned him. He was a fighter, first and foremost. Even his most dedicated fans had no idea what he looked like. No one knew where he came from, what kind of life he led—we didn’t even know if he used his real name. One day, he grew tired of the anonymity and decided to reveal himself for what he really was.”

“And what was he?” Stryke inquired.

Kelt’s face flushed and he stammered. The leader seemed almost pained by the interrogation.

“Marvon?” he said, turning to the older servant.

“He turned out to be a mutant,” the valet finished the thought.

“A mutant?” Will questioned. He waved back to the arena. “Like the dead arm monster in there?”

“In a way,” Kelt replied. “Nonetheless, he was not a proper Doonai like many of us were led to believe. We felt deceived.”

“Why does it matter, though?” Maxine asked. Her tone had a hostile edge.

Shaman Kelt’s jaw dropped. The servants mimicked their master.

“Why does it matter?” Kelt repeated, flabbergasted. “Mutants are not people! They are monsters—an affront to nature—demons incarnate! Mutes and users of magic are born of evil. They have no place among civilized people.”

The Oddstar crew recoiled in unison. Even Gary, who never seemed to break his dumbstruck grin, scowled at the shaman. Kelt and his assistant frowned in bewilderment at their reaction.

“We’re not savages like our ancestors, I assure you,” Shaman Kelt continued in his culture’s defense. “A mutant would be exterminated on sight in the old days. We realize there’s no point to such pointless barbarism. That’s why we keep the mutants in the lower tier, where they belong.”

“In the ghettos,” Stryke clarified.

Shaman Kelt narrowed his eyes at the Oddstar captain.

“Yes, in the ghettos,” he said. “It’s either that, a swift boot out the front door—or a mass grave. I’ve chosen the more refined option, as you can tell.”

“That’s horrible,” Maxine said. She looked more disgusted than when she tried the feroqie.

“So is that where your Grand Champion is now?” Stryke asked. “In the slums with the rest of the ‘monsters?’ Is that it? You folks seemed just fine celebrating his talents until you saw under his helmet. Now that he doesn’t serve your needs, you just toss him aside. That’s what cowards do.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about!” the young leader spat back. “Our apprehension of the mutants is what kept us safe in the early days of Doonai! Back then, the radioactive storms were larger and more plentiful. The mutes were ferocious, cruel, and animalistic. They only desired one thing: to kill. Forgive me if my people have a hard time sharing our home with the very monsters that sought to destroy it!”

“Besides,” the servant named Marvon added, “Bawn refused our eminence’s invitation to relocate to the bottom tier. He was too proud to live with the rest of his kind.”

“Where is he, then?”

“Across the Sea of Dirt, south of the city,” was the reply. “He’s made a living as a rancher, according to the rumors.”

Stryke straightened out his leather jacket.

“Would you be so kind as to point us in his direction?” he asked with a sneer.

Shaman Kelt seemed at a loss.

“Of course,” the Doonai leader replied. “I must warn you against befriending a mutant, though. They aren’t just ugly on the outside—something inside them compels them towards evil. They can’t help it. You must be vigilant.”

“Thanks,” Maxine said with a roll of her eyes. “We’ll keep that in mind.”
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STEPPING off the staircase from the middle tier to the bottom was like walking into a whole new world. The market square hadn’t been as opulent or ornate as the top tier, but it seemed like Paris compared to the slums at Doonai’s base.

The roads that were made of stone in the tiers above took the form of dirt paths and muddy lanes down in the shantytown. The houses were made of scraps and debris that reminded Will that they were in a post-apocalyptic reality.

The orange-skinned Doonai race that made up the majority of the city were few and far apart in the bottom tier. The mutants, with their hideous or strange deformations, made up the bulk of the slum’s population.

There were people of all shapes and sizes, with different skin tones and different numbers of appendages. It was easy to identify families as it seemed most mutations were genetic. A large mutant with one eye and a green-skinned partner escorted two young grass-colored cyclopes along the road.

Gary gasped as one of the few Doonai summoned fire from thin air to light the end of a cigarette from one of the side roads—or at least something that looked like a cigarette.

Will caught the magic trick out of the side of his eye.

“Looks like they put all of their ‘undesirables’ in one place,” Maxine observed. “Heartless bigots.”

“It’s better than rounding them up and killing them,” Stryke said, watching a mutant child reach towards him with open palms, begging for money. “Though, not by much.”

“Is there something we can do?” Will asked. “Some way we can help?”

“Any suggestions?” Stryke replied. “I don’t have the resources to rebuild the neighborhood, do you?”

“Yes,” Gary said.

The Oddstar captain ignored him.

“Besides, it’s not our place to interfere in local cultures,” he continued. “We should respect their customs even if they seem repugnant to us. Maybe there’s a good reason for the segregation.”

“Bullshit,” Will said. “We’re Which Where players; we don’t have a Prime Directive. Do these mutants seem dangerous to you?”

“I wouldn’t know. That’s not what I was saying—”

“Does it matter right now?” Maxine interjected, her eyebrows pinched together in frustration. “We have to find Bawn and get out of here if we’re going to win our stupid wishes.”

“Right,” Stryke replied, scanning the faces of the slum dwellers.

“Maybe we should ask for directions,” Gary suggested.

“Not a bad idea,” the captain said. He was caught off guard by Gary’s useful input.

Stryke turned to the first person he saw, a woman with pink skin and a tattered brown cloak.

“Ma’am?”

The mutant stopped. She turned, casting a suspicious eye back at the adventurers and sizing them up. It was clear by the way she braced herself that she wasn’t used to being called “ma’am.”

“What?”

“We’re a bit lost. Could you point us to the home of Bawn de Bom?”

She stared at the strangers in tense silence.

Stryke raised an eyebrow. “The arena champion?” he continued. “We know he lives across the Sea of Dirt but we don’t know how to get there.”

Her initial suspicion tripled. She looked around like she had fallen prey to a police sting.

“Who wants to know?” she asked. A bit of black hair fell loose from her hood.

Will stepped forward.

“We’re friends,” he said. “Or, at least, I hope we will be. We want to recruit him for an adventure.”

The woman squinted at the Earthling before breaking out in laughter.

“Bawn—adventure?” she said between chuckles. “That would be fun to see. You’re not with the shaman, are you? You don’t plan to do anything, do you?”

She opened her cloak just enough for them to see a broad knife in her belt.

“Other than asking him to join us, no,” Stryke replied. “Can you point us the right way? We know he’s got a ranch, but our directions were more than a little vague.”

A smirk formed on the pink mutant’s lips. She pointed to the southeast.

“It’s across the desert, like you said” she started, “It might take you a few hours on foot, but if you stay close enough to the cliffs, you’ll see it eventually. Just don’t wander too far into the dunes.”

“Thank you,” Will said.

Maxine sighed.

“I guess there’s no time to waste.”




* * *




The trek through the desert was hot and exhausting. Will felt like a dried-out sponge after walking for two hours. After three, he felt like he was turning into sand; like he was just a dirt man falling apart in the wind.

The dunes stretched on for miles, as far as the eye could see—and quite a bit past that, Will suspected. They followed the cliff wall that Doonai was built against as the mutant suggested. Still, part of him thought they might have passed the ranch already.

Just when the Earthling was thinking of begging the party to turn around, a collection of buildings appeared on the horizon, shimmering in the heat. There were only two or three shack-sized structures, but it was hard to tell from that distance. A short wall surrounded the small compound.

“That must be it,” Maxine said, her tongue sticking to her lips as she spoke.

“If I knew it was going to be this far, I’d have brought more water,” Stryke commented, panting.

“I have water,” Gary said.

He pulled a plastic bottle from his pocket and jiggled it so they could see that it was full and unopened.

“What the hell, Gary!” Will wheezed. His mouth felt as dry as the desert around them. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

“You didn’t ask!” the weird man answered, offering the bottle.

“Doesn’t matter now,” Stryke said, passing it to Will. “Hopefully they have water to share here.”

A sign above the gate became clearer as they approached the compound. It read: “DA BOM OSTRIZARD RANCH”

“What’s an ‘ostrizard?’ ” Will asked.

Movement drew their attention before they could answer. A creature a little taller than any of them looked out at them over the fence. It was bipedal with a long neck like an ostrich or an emu, but its face resembled a crocodile except for a slight beak at the end of its snout.

Maxine marveled at the creature.

“Wow.”

The ostrizard huffed, then turned away from them and disappeared behind the fence.

The Oddstar crew cautiously approached the gate. A child played with a cat on the other side. At least, it looked like a cat at first. With a second take, Will realized the critter was a large insect. It looked like an enormous cockroach but it played with the child like a puppy.

The boy himself was strange to behold. His skin was royal blue, so blue that Will half-expected him to start using PVC pipes as percussion instruments. When the child looked up and noticed the strangers, they could see a single large eye dominating his face.

“Oh! Hello!” the boy shouted, ignoring the bug pawing at his pant leg.

“Hi there!” Stryke yelled back.

“Who are you?”

“We’re offworlders!” the captain replied. “We’re looking for Bawn de Bom—is this where he lives?”

The boy played with his left ear nervously as he thought, humming loud enough for the adventurers to hear.

He turned towards the house behind him and cried, “Grampa!”

“What is it, Nub?” a low, booming voice replied.

“Some offweirders are here, Grampa!” the child responded. “They say they want to talk to you.”

The screen door to the house opened up and a huge blue arm propped it open. A large mutant emerged from the entrance, over eight feet tall and shoulders broad enough to seat a man on each. His blue skin bulged with monstrous muscles.

He turned towards the gate, showing the strangers his pointed ears and a set of small tusks protruding from his lower lip. Unlike his kin, he had two eyes, which narrowed in confusion.

“Greetings,” he said, his voice like a bass note. “What can I do for you?”
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“YOU’RE Bawn de Bom?” Stryke asked, leaning over the gate.

“That is what they call me,” the adult mutant replied. He lumbered over to the fence so they didn’t have to yell at each other.

“The retired arena champion?”

“The one and only,” Bawn answered. “Why? What do you want?”

The four adventurers shared a glance, unsure of how to begin.

The Game Master should do a better job of onboarding our teammates, Will thought. It’s not easy to explain Which Where without sounding like a lunatic.

“We’re here to pick you up,” Stryke said with an air of uncertainty. “The Game Master should have mentioned it, no?”

Deep wrinkles appeared over Bawn’s nose.

“Game Master?” he repeated.

Doubt fell over the group of offworlders.

“Didn’t he invite you to play Which Where?”

The giant nodded with a touch of reluctance.

“I know of the entity you speak of,” he replied. “I am surprised to see you, though; I had told your Master I was not interested. That is what I said over eight years ago.”

Stryke’s face fell.

“Not interested?” he repeated like he was unsure what the words meant.

“No,” Bawn answered.

“Then why were we still sent to pick you up?” the captain asked. The furrows in his brow grew by the second. “Why did that crazy son of a bitch put your name on our roster?”

“I am not sure. Either way, I have no plans of joining your quest. I am sorry your journey here is in vain, but there has been a mistake.”

“Can the Game Master even make mistakes?” Maxine asked.

“Not that I know of,” the captain replied. “This must be one of his ways of fucking with us.”

Bawn straightened up and looked out toward the desert. The gang followed his stare and saw an ostrizard-drawn cart rambling up to the ranch.

The large blue man smiled and waved at the wagon, forgetting his strange guests for a moment. A wave was returned from both sides of the cart; one blue arm and one tan.

The Oddstar crew stepped out of the way as Bawn opened the gate and let the wagon in. A young man with blue skin and one eye sat in the driver’s seat, holding the reigns. An old woman with tan skin and the same cycloptic mutation sat beside him, her hair entirely gray. They looked at the offworlders with curious expressions, steering the wagon in and parking it by a long, short building.

“Visitors, dear?” the old woman called to Bawn as she climbed off the cart.

“Solicitors, it seems,” Bawn replied, rushing up to help the woman down.

Once she was on her feet, they kissed.

The young man jumped down and walked over to the child, who watched the whole scene with an excited eye. He ruffled the boy’s hair and stood by his side to observe the visitors.

The older woman scoffed.

“Solicitors? All the way out here?”

“Actually, they are aliens—from off-world, Lennette,” Bawn replied, gazing warmly into the woman’s wrinkled face. “I think they mean to abduct me.”

“Oh no!” the woman replied, feigning concern.

She turned to the Oddstar crew.

“You’re taking my husband away? Well, I guess it’s about time he got off his old butt and did something. Where do you plan to take him?”

Gary started to open his mouth, but Will slapped his hand over it and kept him from saying whatever weird reply he had keyed up.

“We’re not entirely sure,” Stryke explained. “We’ve been chosen for a sort of treasure hunt across a number of parallel universes. If we find the Relic we’re after, each of us wins a wish, Bawn included.”

“Oh! You’re serious,” Lennette replied in surprise. A thoughtful gleam crossed her eye after a few seconds. “And you need Bawn for this game?”

“According to the Game Master, yes,” Stryke answered. “Though he usually gets people to agree before sending us after them.”

Nub’s eye glistened with wonder.

“You’re gonna go to a par—para—paraplegic universe, Grampa?” he said. “That’s so cool!”

“I think you should do it,” Lennette said, smiling at her husband.

“What?” Bawn responded, shaking his head. “Why?”

“Oh, you know you’re an adventurer at heart, pudding pie,” said Lennette. “Your body may be old, but you’re still strong. You’ve got a young soul. Aren’t you the least bit curious?”

“Yeah, Grampa!” Nub shouted, jumping up and down. “You would be the best explorer in the whole world—er—the universe! And I’d be like, ‘that’s my Grampa!’ ”

Bawn looked back and forth between his grandson and his wife like he was being ambushed. He pursed his lips.

“I said I am not interested!”

Bawn shoved a massive hand into his tunic and pulled out a familiar gold coin. The sun caught its surface and glinted like a star. He pointed at Stryke, waving at the crew as a whole.

“You tell this Game Master to leave me alone, understand? Make it clear to him that no means no! Just because I made a foolish agreement in a dream does not mean I am bound by it. Now, get off my ranch!”

He heaved the game token off into the distance. It vanished in the blue sky somewhere beyond the mutant’s property. Then he spun around, went into the house, and slammed the screen door behind him.

Everyone stood in stunned silence, staring at the entrance. Will held his breath, terrified the gorilla-sized man would reemerge in a fit of rage.

Nub started to cry, but his father knelt and comforted him.

Lennette turned to the foreigners with an apologetic look.

“I’m sorry,” she said, her voice low and somber. “Bawn hasn’t been the same since they took his championship away. He put so much of himself out there when he took off that helmet; so vulnerable when he revealed he was a mutant. They sure made him pay for it. It’s all made him a bit…prickly.”

“That’s terrible,” Will said.

The old woman nodded in agreement.

“People can be cruel, but Bawn has a noble spirit none of them can tarnish. He may be a cranky coot, but he’s got a good, decent heart. Don’t be discouraged; I have a feeling you might get to him if you keep trying. For now though, how about a ride back to the city? The ostrizards cut the trip down to just an hour.”

Stryke sighed, looking between his crew and Nub, who was only sniffling now.

“That is very kind,” the captain replied. “Thank you.”

“Oh, and I’ve got just the thing to cheer you up,” she said, reaching back into the wagon.

She pulled out a paper sack and dangled it for the offworlders to see.

“Leftover cookies!”
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DUST peppered Will’s face as they rode through the Sea of Dirt. The wagon kicked up more sand than any of the crew could have suspected, but Lennette brought some linen rags to wear as makeshift masks. Maxine sat up front with the mutant grandmother while the men crammed into the back with some tools and supplies from the ranch.

“What happens if we don’t recruit everyone on that there list?” Gary asked in a Texan accent for some reason. “You reckon the Game Master will let us get a pet goat?”

“I’m not sure what’ll happen,” Stryke said. He stared at his shoes as they jostled around in the cart. “It’s never gone this way before. Not as far as I know, at least.”

“Would it mean we can’t play?” Maxine asked, turning back to face them. “What would happen to us?”

Stryke shrugged.

“Maybe we get to go home,” Will said. “Maybe we get a consolation wish; something to say, ‘sorry for the inconvenience.’ ”

“Possibly,” said the captain. “Or he might just kill us and move on to a new team.”

Everyone fell quiet for the rest of their trip.

“Here we are!” Lennette announced once they were inside the boundaries of Doonai’s bottom tier.

She turned and threw an elbow over the back of her seat, peering at the offworlders with her big green eye.

“Thank you for the ride,” Maxine said. “There must be some way we can repay you.”

Lennette dismissed her with a wave.

“Nonsense! We’re just grateful for the visit.”

“Not everyone was,” Stryke muttered, climbing out of the cart.

“He’ll come around,” the old mutant replied. “And if not, you’re still welcome to visit. I’m sure Nub would love to hear about your adventures sometime.”

She was off with a snap of her reigns. The wagon kicked up a trail of dust as Lennette steered into the Sea of Dirt.




* * *




The four offworlders wandered around the lower tier for a while, trying to determine which roads would take them to the great stairs and which would not.

As they walked, they noticed people gathering up ahead. There were only a dozen spectators at first, but new ones trickled in. Someone was making a scene in the intersection.

“Get up!” shouted an angry voice.

Will, Stryke, Maxine, and Gary joined the crowd and saw an orange-skinned Doonai shouting at a mutant with feathers atop his head instead of hair. The mutant cowered in the mud beside a small hand-pulled wagon. The cart leaned into the mud where one of its wheels was missing.

The Doonai man wore a white robe with silver trimming. It was embroidered with the same fire-wreathed heart sigil they’d seen all over the temple and its priesthood.

The priest bent over the frightened mutant. A bit of mud stained the bottom of his clothing.

“You still do not know your place, do you?” the priest seethed. “You don’t get it, do you? You ought to know better than to hit a priest of Doonai! Surely you have angered Kramer, the god of neighborly love.”

“I didn’t mean to bump you, sir!” the mutant cried, shielding his face with rag-covered arms. “It was an honest mistake! We both just took the corner too fast—”

“Oh, so it’s my fault now, is it?” the top-tierer continued.

The crowd murmured as they watched. No one moved forward to act.

“You’re the one who needs to watch where you’re going. Doonai do not make the mistakes; your kind does!”

“Hey!” Will shouted. He stepped past a few mutant onlookers, his fists were clenched at his side. “Leave him alone!”

The Doonai priest spun around. His face was screwed up into a grimace of pure hatred.

“Mind your own business!” he shouted, sizing up the Earthling. “You look like a mute yourself, so why don’t you bugger off!”

Stryke stepped up beside Will. He opened his jacket enough to show the blaster on his hip and stared the priest down with slitted eyes.

“You’re being offered a good deal, pal,” the Oddstar captain said, his voice steely and cold. “If it were me, I wouldn’t give you the option. I’d say you take the out while you can.”

“Is that a threat?” the Doonai priest said. His buggy eyes widened with hysteria.

“You’re goddamn right it is,” Maxine replied, stepping up beside her captain. She rested her hand on her sidearm.

“Yeah! Get outta here or we’ll fuck your butt!” Gary shouted, joining the rest of his crew.

The enraged priest charged at Will, an orange fist leading the way. Stryke stepped forward and cold-cocked the assailant in the throat. The Doonai’s face contorted in agony as he collapsed into the mud. He gasped for breath as he looked around, disoriented.

“That was a stupid move,” Stryke said, stepping in so his shadow fell over the crumpled priest. “Now get out of here if you don’t want to eat through a hose for the rest of your life.”

The orange man rose to his feet with a wheeze, clutching his throat and regarding the offworlders with shock. He scampered off like a coyote with its tail between its legs, tossing indignant sneers over his shoulder as he went.

“Don’t be a little bitch next time!” Gary shouted after the priest.

Will offered the feathered man a hand. The mutant hesitated for a moment before taking it, groaning and rubbing his bruises.

“Thank you—but that was foolish,” the mutant said. “I’d get a move on if I were you.”

He propped up his damaged wagon without so much as another word and dragged it away from them through the mud. He kept his head low and moved quickly, the cart jostling the whole way as he vanished around a corner.

Stryke furrowed his brow.

“You’re welcome,” he muttered, staring toward the fleeing mutant.

“Some people,” Gary observed, shaking his head with a tsk tsk tsk.

There was a ripple through the street-goers gathered on the road. Hushed warnings went from person to person.

“Guards!” Will heard someone say.

Footsteps came from the base of the great stairs. Rounding the corner, a handful of six Doonai soldiers rushed onto the street. They had their weapons ready and wore leather armor bearing the crest of the temple on their jerkins.

“Any chance they’re here to award us for being upstanding citizens?” Stryke asked.

“Somehow I doubt it,” Will replied.

“Hold it!” the guards shouted, forming a line in front of the Oddstar crew.

They dipped into a defensive stance, like participants of a tug-o-war.

“What’s the problem here?”

“No problem,” Stryke answered. “Though one of your priests was just assaulting a man.”

“It’s them,” the lead guard said to his cohorts. “Bring them in.”

The armed Doonai rushed up to each of the offworlders and knocked them to their knees. They snapped shackles onto their wrists before any of the Which Where players knew what was happening. Stryke tried to fight, but another guard came in to hold him down.

“What are you doing?” Maxine shouted, trying to kick her captor away.

“You’re under arrest for assaulting a member of the Doonai priesthood,” the lead guard said.

“Us? What about him?” Will hollered. He stumbled on his knees in the soft mud, struggling to remain upright.

The guard didn’t acknowledge the Earthling.

“Bring them to the dungeons,” he told his compatriots.
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WATER dripped into a puddle somewhere on the other side of the dungeon. It was likely the result of some improper maintenance, but Will couldn’t help but feel like it was a carefully designed form of punishment.

It didn’t help their nerves that Gary kept leaping at the bars. He was on a mission to climb them even though they ran all the way up to the stone ceiling.

It was cold and dark. The guards only kept a few torches burning among the cells, but they were so far apart that the party had to sulk in the gloom.

Will sat in the corner closest to the light with his back against the bars. He felt every vibration as Gary continued his futile escape attempts.

Stryke buried his face in his hands, trying to calm himself with deep, slow breaths. When that didn’t work, he snapped at Gary.

“Would you knock it off! I think I can hear the rattling down in my soul!”

“Don’t worry, Captain. I got this,” Gary replied confidently.

He winked at Stryke, then continued to climb onto the bars only to slide back down to the floor.

Stryke growled.

“There’s no way out of here, Gary,” Will said once the strange man stopped to catch his breath. “We’re just gonna have to wait. Someone’s sure to visit and explain what’s going to happen to us.”

“What if no one comes?” Stryke interjected, turning back to rejoin the group. “I’ll tell you what’ll happen: we’ll rot in here. Some system they’ve got here; no good deed left unpunished, I suppose.”

“Stryke, relax,” Will said. He was glad to have anything to focus on other than the dripping. “We’re not gonna be here that long.”

The door to the dungeon flew open at that moment, slamming against the sandstone wall. Two guards emerged carrying torches.

“You lot!” one shouted.

They lumbered over to the crew’s cell.

“You’re coming with us for your trial.”

“Oh, we get a trial?” Stryke asked, a heap of salt in his voice. “Who’s defending us?”

“Defending you?” the other torch-bearer repeated in a mocking tone.

Both guards broke out into laughter. The first guard fumbled around with a set of keys and unlocked the cell door while their guffaws died down.

“Come on!” he barked. “Get moving!”




* * *




Will marveled up at the ceiling as they walked through the enormous temple doors. He traced the bold black lines of the mural above them with his eyes. It depicted a warrior carrying a standard with the crest of Doonai. The soldier was breaking the chains of an emaciated slave while standing on the corpse of a slain mutant. His armored boot stood on the creature’s deformed head like the warrior had just summited a dangerous mountain.

The entrance chamber was gargantuan, big enough to fit the Oddstar, but it was barren aside from the long yellow rug that ran through the middle. A few stone statues lined the walls, separated by tapestries immortalizing different scenes from Doonai’s past. The Last Supper, the cast of Golden Girls, and a 1980s Manhattan skyline were a few of the images Will noticed. He took special notice of a mushroom-shaped cloud in more than a couple of the scenes.

They were led in through the back, along a corridor, and into a much smaller chamber. It was still larger than the average house on the bottom tier, but it felt a bit cramped with ten other people.

Shaman Kelt stood at the head of the assembly, a pair of stoic royal assistants flanking either side of their master. Surrounding him were six nobles, all men with immaculate hair and pristine silk robes.

No mutants were represented on the council; only orange-skinned Doonai.

“The tribunal recognizes the interlopers from the ship named Oddstar,” Kelt said, forgoing any personal introduction. “The trial will begin.”

There was nowhere for the offworlders to sit. Stryke and Maxine stood tall while Gary sat cross-legged on the floor. Will looked around the room, waiting for someone to come over to their side as their advocate.

No one did.

One of Kelt’s servants stepped forward and read from a thin scroll of paper.

“The accused are charged with assaulting a priest of the temple of Doonai,” he said, then stepped back.

“How do you plead?” Kelt asked.

“We didn’t ‘assault’ the buttmunch,” Stryke started, his tone loaded with contempt. “We came to the defense of his victim.”

“The ‘victim’ was a mutant, was it not?” Kelt asked.

There was no change in his expression; it was locked somewhere between a smirk and a sneer.

“Mutant, human, Doonai—what does it matter?” the captain argued. “We’re all people.”

“Not people, offworlder,” the shaman hissed back. “Mutants. Monsters. Abominations.”

“It’s convenient to dehumanize the ones you hate, isn’t it?” Stryke started. “I bet thinking they don’t dream at night like you do makes sleeping a lot easier.”

“Regardless, the priest was attacking him in the middle of the street,” Maxine stepped in. “That’s not acceptable, is it? Your people may embrace fighting, but is there no law and order? Or do your principles shift depending on who is the victim?”

Murmuring broke out among the rest of the tribunal. Shaman Kelt held up a hand and they fell silent.

“If Brother Parchit wanted to take out his frustration on a mute, that’s his prerogative. You, however, have no right to enact vigilante justice in the street—regardless of your naivety. The moment you laid hands on Brother Parchit, you became criminals. You should have minded your own business and walked away.”

“That’s insane!” Will countered. “Someone had to do something; the mutants might look different, but they’re just like you and me.”

“Nonsense,” one of the nobles spoke up. “Mutants are beasts born of evil and toxins. They’re mistakes from an ancient generation.”

“How do we even know these degenerates are alien?” another noble asked, gazing at Kelt. “I find their story rather suspicious. If you ask me, they’re mutants trying to pull a fast one on us!”

More murmuring. Shaman Kelt cut it short again.

“Actually,” Will said, “you’re the mutants.”

The tribunal erupted into indignant sputtering and angry bickering. Kelt had no hope of reining it in this time, but he was far too offended to even try.

“What on Ghenna are you talking about?” the shaman asked, blinking.

“Will…” Maxine warned.

“That’s right!” Will spat back, ignoring her. “Look deep in your history books—or whatever you guys have. Look at Bob Ross around your neck, Kelt! Those Ancient Ones you study didn’t look like you and you’ve admitted it yourself! They were human; they looked like us. You’re a mutated version of our species!”

The nobles looked like they had just put a fork in an electrical socket. Will thought he broke them for a moment as unintelligible shouting and hissing filled the chamber. Several Doonai were too aghast to speak.

“How dare you!” Kelt howled. “You slander our people? Our race?”

“It’s true,” Maxine said, joining Will. “We are essentially your ancestors.”

Gary started shuffling towards Kelt, his arms extended to offer a hug.

“Come here, grandson!” he said.

“Preposterous!”

“It’s not and you know it!” Will snapped back.

“Enough!” Kelt interrupted. “We will not tolerate any more of your lies! I think we’ve heard more than enough to come to a verdict. Do we agree?”

The nobles nodded, mumbling their affirmatives.

“Then I hereby find the interlopers guilty,” the Doonai leader started, “of assaulting a priest and spreading heresy. You will serve your sentence out in the arena; let the gods of combat decide your fate.”

Shaman Kelt waved his hand. The guards returned and seized the Oddstar crew.

“This trial is a joke,” Stryke spat, fighting against their grip.

“Then it seems I get the last laugh,” Shaman Kelt replied with a sneer.
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STRYKE didn’t try to stop Gary from climbing the bars anymore. The captain was too defeated to do much other than slump against the stone wall of the dungeon. He sat in the gloom, away from the door.

“That guy sucks,” Will muttered.

He paced back and forth, pinching his chin as he thought.

“Yeah,” Maxine said. “No shit.”

“We have to get out of here,” the Earthling continued. “Fuck Kelt and his tribunal. We can bust outta here, can’t we? Stryke? Anyone?”

No one replied.

Will went back to the bars, uttering an exhausted sigh and looking for any flaw in their structure.

“We have to do something,” he groaned. He stepped back as Gary tried another ascent to nowhere. “Gary’s got the right idea. We have to try to escape.”

“Then what?” Stryke asked, standing up and walking up to the Earthling. “Where do we go from there?”

“I dunno—we take off on the Oddstar and get outta here,” Will replied. “What else would we do?”

“We’re supposed to pick up Bawn. It’s how we get the game started.”

“Well he doesn’t seem interested,” the Earthling said. “I don’t know what our options are short of kidnapping him.”

“Alright, say we forget the reason we’re here,” the captain said. “Say all we have to do is get to the ship. How do we do that? Dig our way out? I don’t know about you, but I left my excavator at home.”

“I—I don’t know!” Will stammered. His face flushed with color. “I don’t see anyone else suggesting anything!”

“I got it!” Gary declared, panting from his constant climbing. “We can eat our way out!” 

With a small clang, he tried to gnaw on one of the bars.

“You cannot get out of the dungeon,” a voice boomed from down the hall.

Everyone stopped and turned toward the sound.

Will squinted, trying to peer through the darkness. He spotted something big lumbering their way, its large footsteps echoing off the walls.

The light of a torch flickered over the behemoth’s blue face. His eyes were cloaked in shadow by a baggy hood.

“You can win your freedom, however,” Bawn said.

He pulled the hood down and revealed his pointy ears.

“Bawn? What are you doing here?” asked Will.

“I heard what you did in the lower tier,” the blue giant explained. “What you did for a mutant you did not even know. That takes courage.”

“No, it doesn’t. Everyone else who stood back are cowards,” Maxine said.

“I could not agree more,” Bawn replied. “Still, compassion for mutants—even from other mutes—is rare these days. I figured you should know your good deed did not go unseen.”

“Well, thanks,” Stryke offered. “I guess that’ll be a nice thought to have as we get slaughtered in the arena.”

“You will not be slaughtered,” Bawn reassured him.

“Oh yeah? They took all our weapons—what are we going to defend ourselves with?”

“They will provide weapons,” the blue mutant explained. “Though maybe not the kind you are used to. You are more likely to get a sword and a shield than one of your odd ray guns.”

That didn’t do much to smooth out the creases in Stryke’s brow.

“Well shit, I guess we’ll just have to kill one of those huge arm monsters with whatever Shaman Kelt wants to let us use. Who wants to bet he gives us butter knives?”

“You will not be fighting the Beast of a Thousand Arms,” Bawn continued. “They captured a new monster for your sentence. A new kind of mutant no one in Doonai has seen before, if the rumors are correct. Frankly, I do not know anything about what you will face, but I do know that you cannot beat it alone.”

“Then what are we supposed to do?” Will asked. “What even happens if we win the fight? What if we lose?”

“One way or another, your charges will be dropped,” Bawn said. “That is why I came. I am going to help make sure you have the best chance in your fight. It is the least I can do.”

“How?” Will asked. “Are you going to train us how to fight in the ring? Maybe give us a few pointers, at least?”

“Good luck. We don’t have much room to work with,” the captain countered. “I also think they forgot to lock the practice weapons up with us.”

Bawn ignored Stryke’s sarcasm.

“Better than that,” he started. “I am going to fight beside you in the arena.”

The Oddstar crew was taken aback. No one knew what to say.

“You fought for my kind,” Bawn said. “Now let me fight for you.”
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WILL tried to block out the sun with his arm as they emerged into the arena’s pit. The shield he carried was less comfortable than he imagined, the sword heavier. He gulped as he looked out at the audience, who showered them in cheers and jeers alike.

They were only given a brief rundown of what to expect before the fight. An arena official explained which gate they were to take into the center, how long they were expected to survive, and the odds gamblers were placing on their survival.

They weren’t favorable.

Maxine carried a long spear, which she twirled around a couple of times in her strong hands. Gary chose a warhammer that was almost too heavy to lift. Bawn didn’t need one of the weapons provided by the arena. As a volunteer, he was allowed to use his trusty battleaxe. The engraving of a beast’s skull—depicting one of the monstrous mutants he’d slain as a champion—adorned the head of Bawn’s weapon. It was worn and used but it made the others feel like they had toys in comparison.

They shuddered under the deafening sound of the crowd—everyone except Bawn. Even Maxine, a professional soldier, seemed uneasy. She tightened her grip on the spear handle and tried to avoid glancing up at the audience.

“Good evening, Doonai!” the arena announcer’s voice boomed around the ring. “Tonight, another exciting brawl for your entertainment! Our fighters today hail from another world—except for Bawn de Bom, who arena aficionados will remember as the former grand champion!”

A wave of cheering erupted from the stands.

“Our fighters today are convicted criminals sentenced by the great Shaman Kelt himself!”

The audience booed down at the Oddstar crew while undulating cheers toward the Doonai leader, who stood up and waved to his subjects.

“The criminals are charged with heresy and assaulting a priest of the temple,” the announcer continued, inspiring another round of booing. “As you can imagine, their opponents tonight won’t have the gentle temperament of a holy man.”

“What’s the plan?” Maxine asked, analyzing the pit, seeking any advantage the environment might provide them.

The others gazed at Stryke, who reeled back.

“What are you looking at me for?” he asked. He pointed to Bawn. “He’s the grand champion, isn’t he?”

“You’re the captain,” Maxine pointed out.

“Not right now, I’m not,” Stryke replied.

“We will have to see what we are up against before we will know how to fight it,” Bawn explained. “Keeping our distance is going to be key—at least until we know our enemy. Stick with me and try not to get swarmed. We can win this.”

Will didn’t feel as confident as the blue giant. He was rubbish with the blaster Maxine gave him, but at least that was just point-and-click. Looking down at the sword, he observed the scrawny arm that held it. He didn’t have the strength of a trained smuggler, a career trooper, or an arena grand champion. Even Gary could likely beat him in an arm-wrestling match. Will figured he was just as likely to dislocate his elbow as he was to do any real damage.

I’m counting on you guys, Will thought, glancing over at the others.

“Another bit of advice?” Bawn said.

The offworlders glanced his way, waiting for him to continue.

“Do not die.”

“I’ll try to remember that,” Will said, swallowing.

“Our fighters will be up against a breed of mutant we have never seen before this week,” boomed the announcer’s voice. “Doonai hunters seized eight of the monsters under the cover of night. After a bit of observation, our wisefolk have assured us they are not intelligent—but plenty dangerous. Give a warm welcome to the foot soldiers!”

The crowd went wild as the gate opposite the Oddstar gang opened up. Will noticed a flurry of motion within the darkness.

A thud came from the gate, followed by another. The audience gasped as one of the mutants emerged into the daylight.

It was tall—even taller than Bawn. Will blinked a couple of times, unsure his eyes were functioning properly. The mutant looked exactly like a disembodied leg, from the top of the thigh to the bottom of its toes. There was no face to speak of, no features to make it seem alive other than the pulsating of its muscles. Its pink flesh was covered in a thin layer of body hair. Secured to its side, just under the knee, was a longsword, its tip pointed outward towards the five fighters.

“What in the world is that?” Will asked. He took an uneasy step back.

Bawn shielded his eyes as he stared at the monster.

“I have never seen a mutant like that before,” he said.

“Maybe it’s not a mutant,” Maxine theorized. “Maybe it’s another hitchhiker, from when we made the jump here. Didn’t he say they only spotted it this week?”

“It’s possible,” Stryke said. “I’m not sure it matters one way or another, though.”

“Looks like there are eight of them!” Gary observed. “Maybe they took them from a giant spider!”

“They look like human legs, though,” Will argued.

“An octopus, then.”

Stryke asked Bawn, “Any ideas?”

The blue mutant shrugged.

Nodding, a smirk formed on Stryke’s lips. He looked dead ahead as a second foot soldier joined the first, then a third.

“Alright, looks like we’re winging this,” he said.

“Our handlers are giving us the ready signal,” the stadium announcer told the audience. “Shaman?”

Kelt rose from his seat again, basking in the excited praise of the crowd. He raised a hand to silence them, just as he did before. Once there was a semblance of quiet in the arena, he spread his arms wide as if welcoming a thousand guests.

“Let the fight begin!” he shouted.
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ONE of the enormous legs hopped forward, the spear fastened to its side wobbling with each lunge. The five fighters gawked at the monster while several more like it skipped out of the gate. Some were unarmed, though most had sharp and deadly weapons secured to them with rope and tape.

The monsters’ calves throbbed with each leap.

Will gripped his sword in his sweaty palms, feeling its weight as he watched the monsters approach. Maxine crouched down and propped her speartip upwards, waiting for the foot soldiers. Bawn bellowed a battle cry and charged at the enemies. He pulled his axe back over his head as he ran. His blue arm muscles bulged out of his tunic.

Maxine and Stryke shared a worried look as the mutant rushed forth. Will glanced at Gary, who kept his maul low like a baseball batter and charged forward with Bawn. Gary whooped as he ran.

Here we go, Will said to himself. Time to fight for my life—for my friends.

The Earthling sprinted to catch up with Bawn and Gary with a half-hearted roar. Maxine and Stryke joined the charge, neither eager to be left behind.

The foot soldiers were surprisingly fast for creatures that were essential unipedal. They bounded over seven feet in a single leap and didn’t stop between each hop. A foot soldier with a warhammer taped to its knee landed in front of Will. The Earthling took a moment to regard the monster’s size—it towered over nine feet tall—before swinging his sword at its ankle. He struck the foot soldier’s tanned flesh and the sword bounced off like he’d hit a stone wall. The vibration went up his arm; the skin on his palms tingled uncomfortably. Will looked at his blade and realized it was hardly sharp enough to cut open an envelope. The bastards had given him a useless blunt weapon and he lacked the strength to cause any real damage with it.

Will lifted his shield as the leg mutant coiled up and pounced at him. He told his feet to move, to throw him to the side, but the signals got lost on their way and he stood frozen in place. The foot soldier landed just a yard or so in front of Will, gyrating its knee like a hula dancer to swing its hammer about. Will brought the shield up just in time to shatter under the hammer’s dense weight.

The Earthling was thrown onto his back. He groaned in agony, trying to lift the arm that was attached to the shield. He was almost certain it was broken.

A shadow fell over him and brought him back to the present. The hammer-wielding mutant jumped up, blotting out the sunlight at the peak of its arc. Will realized what was happening just in time to roll to the side. The foot soldier’s heavy heel pounded down where Will’s head had been only a second before.

Bawn pulled his axe out of a foot soldier he had just felled when another mutant came in from the side. The blue hulk freed his weapon just in time to slice a chunk out of the newcomer.

An unarmed foot soldier dodged a slow hammer swing by Gary, using the opening to strike. Gary was sent spinning around by the weight of his own weapon; the blow came from the rear, launching him face-forward into the dirt.

“Ahhhh!” Gary cried out in pain. “It’s kicking my ass!”

Will rose to his feet and rushed around the foot soldier’s left flank. The leg mutant tried to pivot, but lost its balance and stumbled. The Earthling saw his opening and leaped with his sword tip leading the way. He felt his biceps tighten as he brought the dull blade down as hard as he could. The added weight was just what he needed to sink the weapon into the back of the monster’s knee.

It trembled with a silent shriek. Will lost his grip and fell to his knees, leaving the sword embedded in the creature.

Bawn wreaked havoc upon his opponents, but he could only do so much damage before two more foot soldiers were on him. He was surrounded on each side, but he stood his ground and swung his axe with furious determination.

Stryke and Maxine slipped around one of the mutants and rushed over to the blue man as he made his stand.

“Yah!” Maxine roared as she drove the tip of her spear into the shin of the mutant on Bawn’s left.

She felt it hit bone and stop hard. She twisted the handle, causing the foot soldier to convulse in agony.

Stryke lunged forward as another enemy slammed Bawn back a few steps. The captain brought his mace down in a brilliant swoop, crushing the creature’s middle toe. The leg monster tried to jump backward, away from Stryke and his metal club, but it stumbled and fell to the ground.

None of the fighters let up the assault. Maxine’s spear jabbed in and out at the foot soldiers. Bawn sliced back and forth like he was reaping bushels of wheat and barley. Stryke’s mace sparkled in the sunlight as he raised it between blows.

Will rose to his feet and tried to snatch his sword back, but the flailing foot soldier made it nearly impossible.

He was disappointed the initial attack hadn’t slain the monster; it wasn’t like he had any deadlier moves in his arsenal. If Kelt had challenged them to scam the foot soldiers out of their money, Will would have cleaned out the competition. He was out of his element, though; his tenuous career as a thief didn’t cover gladiator-style combat.

He gave up on the sword, rearing back and springing forward with his arms open wide. He felt sticky blood under his hand as he tackled the leg monster to the ground.

A cloud of dust rose from where the two of them crashed into the ground. The wind was knocked out of Will’s lungs, but he knew he didn’t have the luxury of waiting to catch his breath. He mantled the creature, wheezing as it struggled on the ground. He spotted a solid rock about the size of his own head and pried it from the earth with a painful tug. The foot soldier couldn’t wiggle out of Will’s hold before he slammed the stone into its kneecap. He roared and pounded the mutant over and over until he was splattered with blood and his enemy was still.

“Arggh!” Bawn cried. One of the foot soldiers cut a line into his shoulder.

Stryke was knocked down in the dirt. The captain’s mace fell out of his hand and he clutched his chest, squeezing his eyes shut in agony.

Gary watched Will bring his opponent down and did the same, tackling his assailant to the arena floor. He grappled the beast like a high school wrestler and started to wiggle his fingers over the foot soldier’s sole.

“Tickle, tickle!” he cooed.

To the audience’s surprise, the tactic was effective. The leg monster was unable to rise again, wiggling in soundless laughter. Gary refused to relent.

Bawn’s face distorted in animalistic rage. The Earthling ran over to help but stopped in his tracks when Bawn burst into motion. The blue mutant’s eyes gleamed with burning rage. Bawn roared like a frenzied gorilla, tossed his axe down, and swooped low. He scooped a leg soldier’s ankle up in a massive bear hug and lifted. The monster fell backward, and to Will’s surprise, Bawn was able to heave the creature up off the ground by its foot. The blue gladiator started to spin. His muscles bulged as he sped up, turning the uniped monster into a makeshift club. He battered another foot soldier down, then hit it another four times as he spun. He let go when it seemed like he couldn’t hold on any longer, flinging his enemy into one of its kin.

Bawn didn’t take a moment to let his dizziness subside. He retrieved his axe with a stumble and charged the first monster he knocked down. The other fighters stopped and watched the blue mutant cleave the leg in half. The shinbone cracked with a sound like a boulder being split open.

Bawn ignored the blood pooling up on the dirt floor and reached into the wound he made, seized a fragment of the bone, and heaved it out of the monster’s still twitching carcass. The other two enemies started to rise, stumbling. Bawn sprinted toward them, leading with the bone shard in his clutch.

The leg soldiers were too disoriented to evade the attack. Bawn was overcome by bloodlust, howling like a beast as he drove the shard deep into the thigh of one of the monsters. It recoiled, then dropped to the ground.

It did not get back up.

Bawn pointed the bone shard at the other mutant.

“You want some, too?” he asked, his usual calm lost in a stupor of violence.

“Bawn!” Will shouted.

The cry brought the blue man out of his furor. He looked back at the Oddstar crew, who watched him with fearful eyes.

Will pointed past his shoulder. Bawn turned to see the few remaining foot soldiers fleeing. They trembled, hopping back to the gate from which they came.

“Oh! It looks like the foot soldiers are surrendering!” the arena announcer declared. “The Oddstar crew are victorious! In accordance with holy law, all charges will be dropped against the interlopers—if the Shaman interprets it as such, of course!”

Will looked up to where Shaman Kelt and his rich friends were seated. The city’s religious leader sneered down at the victors before rising to his feet and accepting the magical microphone from the announcer.

“Very well!” Kelt started, his voice booming around the stadium. “It seems the gods don’t want to punish the offworlders for their crimes. A lesser man would refute such divine judgment, but I am a servant. If this is their will, then I must accept it. I hereby acquit the interlopers of all charges.”

A round of cheering broke out among the crowd. Even Stryke and Gary joined in, beaming up at the spectators.

Shaman Kelt held out his hand to silence everyone.

The commotion died down and Kelt continued. “However, the defendants have proven themselves incompatible with our way of life. That’s why I am ordering the Oddstar crew to pack up and leave Doonai—and never come back. You are not welcome in our holy city, even if the gods do not wish to spill your blood. You have one day. My word is final.”

Shaman Kelt spun around with a swish of his robe and walked away from the arena pit. He vanished down the stairs leading inside as the crowd serenaded the champions with an unrelenting wave of applause.
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EVERY step seemed like an unsurmountable effort, yet the crew pushed on. No one said anything to each other as the five of them left the arena.

The sunlight hit them unimpeded; there wasn’t a cloud in the sky.

Will noticed a few side glances from the locals as they walked out onto the arid street. The Doonai people avoided the offworlders like minnows swimming around a shark. That didn’t mean they stopped gawking at them, though. Some even sneered, but most stared in silent contempt.

“What’s their problem?” Maxine asked, stretching her wrist.

“They do not like to see mutants win,” Bawn explained, scanning the orange faces around them. “They like mutant-lovers even less.”

“Then let’s not overstay our welcome,” Captain Stryke suggested. He supported his lower back with one of his hands as they strolled through the market.

“Bawn,” Will started, speeding up to walk beside the enormous blue man. “That got pretty intense back there. I’ve never seen anyone fight like that.”

Bawn hung his bald head in shame.

“I know,” he said somberly. “I cannot say I am proud of myself, but when it is kill or be killed, I can lose a hold of myself.”

“Would you have killed them all?”

There was a pause.

“If I had to,” the blue mutant replied. “I hate being driven to that place. It was not just bigotry and disdain that made me leave. It was the culture of it all; the atmosphere. I learned to live and breathe violence. I do not want to be that man anymore.”

“You’re a nice guy!” Gary interjected. “No matter what you breathe, you should be proud. Unless you’re breathing baby blood—that’s probably not okay.”

“You don’t seem like that kinda guy to me,” said Stryke. “You stopped yourself before things went too far. When they surrendered, you let them go. You were defending people you hardly knew in the first place; seems to me that you live and breathe nobility—nobility, and honor.”

Bawn looked over at the man in the leather jacket with grateful surprise.

“That is kind—kinder than anyone in this city would say of me,” he said.

He looked around at the faces that stared or looked away in disgust, then let out a long sigh.

“I grow weary of Doonai. I am sick of Ghenna. I am tired of this violent city and this violent world. I could change it all with a wish. I could make this a utopia for Doonai and mutants alike. I could make a safe city for my children and my grandchildren.”

“Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” Stryke asked.

“I want to join your crew,” Bawn said, gazing down at the captain. “I want to help you win your game.”

The other four exchanged shocked and ecstatic eyes. Will already knew Bawn’s value to their group. He seemed like a ferocious fighter on the surface, but in a way, he could be the crew’s moral compass. His sheer strength and combat skill didn’t hurt, though.

Stryke smiled up at the tusked mutant and patted him on the back.

“Well then, welcome aboard,” he said. “We’re happy to have you.”




* * *




The rest of the walk was filled with excited conversation. Bawn asked them about their adventures before Ghenna and listened with childlike wonder as they recalled their fight with the shark crab and Will’s flight from Earth. He wanted to learn more about the Game Master but didn’t show much disappointment when they revealed how little they knew.

They ignored the dirty looks thrown their way by the locals as they climbed the great staircase to the top tier. The priests and aristocrats made a wide berth around the crew like they were infectious lepers. The temple guards tensed up when they noticed the offworlders.

Their excitement dissolved into confusion as they rounded one of the last estates and entered the oasis. They slowed their gait, trying to process what they saw.

Panels hung loosely from the Oddstar’s frame. Sparks shot out of severed cables. It looked like the ship had been abandoned for years in a bad neighborhood, stripped clean of any valuable parts and components.

Captain Stryke sprinted towards the skeletal ship with a strangled yelp. The others followed, murmuring in shock. The ship looked even worse up close, like a turkey after a bustling feast.

“What the fuck happened to my ship?!” Stryke cried, running his hands through his blond hair.

He stared at the stripped vessel as if he had come across the corpse of a lover.

“I take it this is not how it normally looks?” Bawn commented.

No one replied. Everyone was lost in a state of anxiety as they surveyed the damage.

Stryke ducked into the ship to see what had been done to the interior. Judging by the falsetto shriek that came from the bridge, it wasn’t any better inside.

The captain’s boots pounded along the metal floor as he rushed back outside. He sprinted down the ramp, looking at his friends with terror on his face.

“They’ve taken the ARD!” he shouted.
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“WHAT?” Will asked. He knew what Stryke had said, but he wanted to make sure it wasn’t his mind playing tricks on him.

“The fucking ARD!” Stryke repeated. “It’s gone!”

“ARD?” Bawn asked, cocking an eyebrow and glancing between the others for an explanation.

Maxine answered, “The alternate reality drive. It’s what lets us jump between timelines.”

“I thought that stood for apple-raping dolphins!” Gary gasped.

“And I assume we need this ARD?” Bawn asked, ignoring Gary.

“Do you wanna leave Ghenna?” Stryke asked, a blood vessel bulging along his temple. “Of course we need it!”

“Who would do something like this?” Maxine asked. She knelt and examined one of the exterior panels that lay in the dirt.

“Do you think it was the Doonai?” Will suggested. “Maybe Kelt and his buddies incited a mob to do this.”

“When? While we were in the arena?”

“I dunno, maybe he had someone do it while we were all distracted.”

Stryke pursed his lips and shook his head.

“I don’t think so,” he said. He walked along the ship, gesturing to the cuts used to pry the panels loose. “I don’t imagine anyone in Doonai knows their way around a spaceship, but whoever did this knew just what to take and what to leave behind. See how only the titanium and the silver alloy are gone? The bastards even took the gold out of the exposed circuitry.”

“Aside from that, they must have used some heavy-grade tools,” Maxine added. “A blowtorch wouldn’t strip it clean like this.”

“Then who?” Will asked. “And why?”

Bawn stretched his back as he took in the scene.

“Perhaps it was artifact salvagers, misled by the otherworldly nature of your ship,” said the blue giant.

Stryke furrowed his brow.

“Artifact salvagers?”

Bawn nodded, the sun glinting off his blue dome of a head.

“Plenty of people make their living scrounging up the remnants of the past world—and the wars since,” he explained. “They will harvest old machines, technology, and even bombs. They are particularly drawn to powerful and rare treasures. Maybe they thought your ship was another such artifact.”

“An ancient artifact just parked out in the open?” Will countered. “I’m sure they knew it belonged to someone; otherwise it’d be derelict, buried under the sand.”

Bawn shrugged.

“Hey!” Gary called, crouched over something just east of the Oddstar. “There’s ship stuff going this way! Sneaky, sneaky!”

Confused, the others meandered over to the man in the Hawaiian shirt. He peered down at a bit of wiring, half-submerged in the dirt. A few yards from that, leading away from the ship and towards a narrow canyon, was part of an external panel.

Will winced as the sunlight reflected off of it.

“You think the ship walked away while we were gone?” Gary asked. “Maybe it got itself hurt and that’s why it’s all lame.”

“Yeah, probably not,” Stryke said. “But it looks like whoever stripped my bird went that way.”

He pointed down the passage that led away from the city and into the eastern desert.

Maxine hummed.

“Rather sloppy for someone so technically skilled,” she observed.

“Come on,” Stryke urged the others, beckoning them as he started down the canyon. “We’re getting my goddamn ship back!”




* * *




They walked for a solid hour, occasionally stopping to make sure they hadn’t lost the trail. Gary picked up and collected each piece they found, using his shirt as a makeshift tray to hold them. Bawn and Will theorized about the culprit’s identity while Stryke and Maxine stayed silent and focused. They followed the debris like breadcrumbs deep into the stone canyon, which became taller and wider the farther in they went.

They spotted a second set of tracks within the first few minutes of their hunt. They were narrow, unmistakably caused by a set of wheels. Someone had pulled a cart of some sort down the passage. The adventurers agreed it was likely how the scavenger carried the Oddstar salvage away from the oasis.

Stryke was approaching peak agitation when they noticed the trail suddenly veer off to the north. It went past a patch of cacti and yucca and straight to the cliff wall. The tracks led to a cave at the base of the stone face.

They approached the opening and peered inside. The sounds of sinister laughter and crashing items echoed out of the tunnel as they crept nearer.

“What the hell is that?” Will asked.

“Sounds like someone is in trouble,” replied Bawn. He drew his axe and tried to get a better look inside.

“Oh, they’re in trouble alright,” Captain Stryke hissed.

“We should help them,” Bawn urged.

The captain looked to the others for guidance. They gazed back with expectant expressions. Maxine kept her blaster ready. Will’s weapon dangled by his side.

Stryke sighed.

“Alright,” he said. “But be ready for a fight; this could be a trap.”

The others nodded. Then the five of them slipped into the cave.
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STRYKE led the way as they followed the sounds of fighting through the cave. Bawn followed close behind, keeping an eye over their shoulder as they crept into the passage.

Maxine stopped them suddenly and pointed out a tripwire that Will was about to stumble into without a second thought. He gulped and stepped over the booby trap. The others copied him.

They saw three more obstacles set up along the way, including a bear trap hooked up to a thick cable. They could only assume the metal jaws were electrified, so they made a careful circle around it and followed the bundles of wires into the next chamber.

The opening was the shape and size of an average doorway. They filed through one-by-one; Bawn was forced to duck low and side-step behind the others. They kept close to the cave floor, slinking along like cat burglars in the night.

The commotion grew louder. They stopped at a ledge above whoever was making all the noise. No one ventured a peek as they listened.

“Why don’t you answer me, eh?” a husky voice echoed off the walls. “Ya think you’re too good for us, huh?”

“Klare, he can’t speak Doonai,” another voice came. “You know that.”

A strange jabbering sound like some kind of trapped critter followed the words.

“See?” the second voice said.

“Ah, to hell with the dwarf!” the first shouted, growing angrier by the second.

A loud thwack bounced off the stone. The frightened chattering doubled in volume until it sounded like the shrieks of a terrified monkey.

“Klare! Whatcha think you’re doing?”

“Showing the mute who’s boss, Darvey. Why? You got a soft spot in ya heart for the freak?”

“No!” the second voice replied indignantly. “Just—why damage the goods if we’res to sell ‘im to the arena? What thinkin’ is that, Klare? Is that good thinkin’? I’m not so sure.”

Maxine turned to the others, her brow furrowed.

“What’s going on?” she whispered.

Stryke shrugged.

“Sounds like mutant-catchers,” Bawn replied, trying to keep his voice down from its usual boom to a slight crackle.

“EEEE! Ya yow! Yeeeegggh!” the strange voice cried.

Did the noise come from whatever the mutant catchers were after? It didn’t sound like a monster to Will. There was character to the cry. He could hear distinct anger, clear terror. It sounded like the two mutant catchers were harassing an intelligent critter to the Earthling.

Will crept up to the ledge at a sloth-like pace and peered down into the chamber. The cave floor was only six or seven feet below him. A couple of workbenches lined the opposite wall of the cave, alien-looking tools and devices sprawled out on the surfaces. A wagon the size of a commercial dumpster was parked just to the right of the ledge, filled with sheets of scrap metal and coils of loose wire.

In the middle of the chamber were two Doonai men, dressed in fine leather and linen that Will had only seen around the upper tier of the city. They stood tall on either side of a child—or something that looked like a child—at least, at first. The diminutive form was covered head to toe in a leatherette bodysuit like a handmade sack doll come to life.

It cowered between the two hunters, covering its disproportionately large head with gloved hands. The strange being kept its face to the ground.

“‘Ey, I think I’ve heard of this one,” the more compassionate catcher said with an air of realization. “The Mute Engineer, isn’t it?”

“That’s just a story, Darvey,” the first voice, the shorter of the Doonai, said. “Next you be telling me you saw the Queen o’ Spiders in ya yard.”

“I mean, just listen to ‘im,” the one called Darvey argued. “That’s what they says he sounds like.”

Before the one named Klare could retort, the small creature in the middle spun around without warning, wielding what looked like a giant fork. A dense cord trailed from the weapon’s handle to a device fastened to his back like a rucksack. The tiny person stuck the device into the shorter Doonai with a growl, taking a step back to keep out of range of any flailing orange hands.

Blue tendrils of electricity jumped from the fork to the catcher’s leg and lit up the cave. The man screamed in pain as his body seized and dropped to the stone floor.

“Why ya little fuckin’ twerp!” the other catcher spat, winding back his foot and bringing it up into the tiny creature’s gut.

Will’s face flushed with angry heat. He vaulted over the stone ledge without a second thought. His foot led the way into the Doonai man’s neck, tossing both of them to the ground.

“Ooo guh menna!” the little mutant jabbered in surprise, clutching its stomach on the floor.

The others followed behind the Earthling as the catcher who had been zapped rose again. He pried the fork from his thigh and drew a broad, machete-sized blade.

“Who in Santa are you?” he shouted at the offworlders.

“Tourists,” Stryke replied, helping Will to his feet.

Bawn checked on the small mutant. The little fellow tried to scoot away from the blue behemoth.

“Mind your own business!” the Doonai Will knocked down yelled, climbing to his feet and drawing his weapon.

He lunged forward with his knife. The Earthling managed to roll away just as the metal tip clanged off the stone floor.

Maxine blasted at the attacker, but he ducked below an outcropping that took the brunt of the laser fire.

The other one swiped at Stryke and Gary, but a muscular blue arm shot out and caught the hunter by the wrist. Bawn growled as the orange man gazed into his mutated face with horror.

“You should have picked on someone your own size,” the retired champion said, his eyes narrowing at the Doonai.

The hunter’s eyes darted back and forth.

“But—you aren’t my size!” he stammered.

Bawn drew a deep breath and brought his foot down on the orange man’s knee. The Doonai’s leg snapped back in the wrong direction. He fell, shrieking in pain.

The taller one watched his friend writhe on the ground with wide eyes. Looking back at his six opponents, the hunter realized the odds weren’t in his favor.

He stumbled out from his outcropping towards the ledge the offworlders jumped down from. He moved at breakneck speed, scampering up the stone wall and pulling himself up to the opening. He failed to notice the bored-looking man in a Hawaiian shirt standing beside the passage. Gary hung back to watch the fight, but when he saw the mutant-hunter scampering his way, he stepped to the side and clotheslined the fleeing man with an outstretched fist.

“Way to go, Gary!” Will shouted from below.

The little guy in the leather suit climbed up to the ledge, dragging along his electric fork weapon. He waddled over to the hunter clutching his bleeding nose on the stone floor. The Doonai couldn’t react before the fork jabbed him in the shoulder and lit up with electricity. Purring slightly, the leather-clad fellow let the power run through his weapon for a good ten seconds before letting up. Then he fired it up for another few seconds before leaving the hunter unconscious on the ledge.

A wisp of smoke rose from his crumpled form.

The other Doonai screamed, rolling around on the ground, clutching his inverted knee. Bawn grasped him by his fancy collar and pulled the mutant-catcher up onto his one good leg.

“You better grab your friend and flee while you still can,” he growled.

Bawn let go. The hunter wobbled for a moment but managed to stand upright, wincing in agony. It took a moment for him to see through the pain and agree that it was a good deal, given the circumstances.

He hobbled up the incline to the ledge, shrieking with every step. He tried to pull his friend, but the unconscious man barely budged. The hunter looked at the others as if to beg for mercy, but only received folded arms in response.

He tried again with a whimper and managed to get a little purchase. The others watched as he bashfully dragged his comrade out of the chamber, then they listened as the scuffling and yelps of pain continued down the passage.

Captain Stryke sighed, wiping a layer of sweat off his brow. He looked up at the little engineer, who regarded the five of them silently.

“Well then, that happened,” he started, a bit winded. “Now—where’s my goddamn ARD?”
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THE little creature waddled back down from the ledge with a slight limp. As the fellow moved, he grabbed a grubby brown cloak and fastened it to his shoulders, hood up.

He came up to Stryke and spoke. At least, he tried to speak, but all that came out of his full-face gas mask was high-pitched gibberish that sounded like a cat mimicking English.

“Eh geh ma poe tin.”

Stryke frowned at the tiny man.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked.

“Why can’t we understand him?” Will asked. “Are the tokens’ translators broken?”

“No,” Maxine answered. “We could understand the Doonai just fine. Perhaps his language is too complicated for the processor to translate?”

“Or maybe he’s just speaking nonsense,” Stryke said.

“I—I can understand him,” Bawn spoke up. His eyes were closed and his face screwed up in concentration like he was enduring visions.

“What?” Stryke asked. “How?”

“His voice—his voice is in my head,” the blue mutant explained. “It feels like he is speaking into my thoughts.”

“Yeega shimm shah shah,” the diminutive fellow squawked.

Everyone looked at Bawn, who opened his eyes and smiled at the other mutant.

“Yes, my friend,” Bawn said. “We are not here to harm you.”

“Ooo, tell him I want a suit like his!” interjected Gary.

“I think he can understand you just fine, Gary,” Stryke replied.

“How come Bawn’s the only one who can understand him, though?” Will asked.

“Maybe they’re brothers,” Gary suggested.

Will cocked an eyebrow at him, then opened his mouth as Gary’s words resonated with him.

“Maybe it’s a mutation,” he said, almost too quiet to be heard.

Bawn swiveled his big blue head towards the Earthling.

“Perhaps,” he said, stroking his chin. “If the little fellow has telepathic abilities, I might be better equipped to understand him. I cannot say for sure—I have never experienced this before.”

“Ask him what his name is!” Gary demanded.

Stryke sighed.

“Again, Gary: he can understand us.”

Gary blinked at the captain. He looked at Bawn, then said, “Ask him where he’s from!”

“Gee wohtoh gree,” the dwarf said. The strange noises it made echoed off the stone walls.

“He says he is called the Mute Engineer,” Bawn translated. He shook his head. “So, the stories must be true.”

“Stories?” Will asked. “Like the hunter mentioned?”

The blue giant nodded.

“I have heard tales of the Mute Engineer for as long as I can remember,” he started. “My grandfather used to tell me little fables about him from his childhood. If he spoke of this mutant, then our friend here must be much older than he appears.”

“Hard to tell with the leather getup,” Stryke pointed out, waving at the dwarf.

“According to the legends, he needs the suit to survive,” Bawn continued. “Due to his mutations, his skin is sensitive to everything: the heat, the cold, the rain, the dry air. But he adapted, as you can see.”

Will studied the little fellow as Bawn spoke. The suit was indeed old. It cracked along the knees and elbows, but the material was thick enough that it was still airtight. The suit itself was worn; the heavy cloak had several ratty holes in it. Will wondered how old the whole getup was. He suspected there were a few layers to the outfit, especially if the tiny guy had such sensitive skin.

The Mute Engineer wore a gas mask that covered his entire face and made him look a bit like a hooded robot. A pair of filters protruded from where his nose and mouth might be. Instead of two reinforced lenses, the mask had three, bronze and opaque. Will wondered if it was just a strange design or if the Mute Engineer was truly a triclops.

The leather-clad man talked for a moment. Bawn nodded at intervals while he spoke for a minute straight. When he finished, the offworlders looked at him expectantly.

“What’d he say?” Will asked.

“He said it is strange to hear people talk about him like he is not present—but he is also grateful we came when we did,” Bawn translated. “He was not fond of the prospect of fighting in the arena. I cannot say I blame him; I do not think he would fare well.”

Stryke peeled away from the group while they spoke. Will noticed the captain wander over to the scrap-filled cart parked against the wall. He reached in and pulled something from the pile. Stryke caught Will’s gaze, then flashed him a shiny piece of orange metal.

It was a panel from the Oddstar. The color was unmistakable.

“So you’re the Mute Engineer. Great,” the captain said, drawing everyone’s attention to the orange scrap in his hand. “What I wanna know is why you stole my shit? Where’s the rest of my baby, you little rag-doll motherfucker?”

“Shee gomm dee moe noe! Gree kah!” the small man replied, agitated.

Will thought he sounded like a growling dog huffing helium. He could sense the venom in the engineer’s tone.

Bawn blushed.

“I am not translating that!”

“Ooga, weena. Komm onna naw.”

“He said it is a bad habit,” Bawn conveyed, his brow furrowing. “He knew we would come looking for it, though.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

More jabbering.

“He says he wants to hitch a ride off Ghenna,” Bawn continued, unsure of himself. “That he wants to see the Beyond.”

Stryke laughed bitterly.

“He should’ve thought about that before he stripped my bird, huh?” he said. He locked onto the tiny mutant’s three eyes. “Can’t leave the planet on a broken ship, can we?”

“Gah gah drevorr. Gee kah kah weh.”

Stryke tapped his foot in frustration.

“The little fellow says he can fix the ship,” Bawn said. “And he has your ‘glowing orb’. What does that mean?”

“The ARD,” Will answered.

Stryke didn’t want to let go of his right to be angry.

“How are we supposed to trust the word of a thief?” he asked, pointing at the dwarf with the same energy one might use to flip the bird. “I wouldn’t be surprised if those guys we just beat up were trying to get their shit back, too!”

Bawn knelt in front of the diminutive mutant.

“Can we trust you, friend?” he asked, peering into the golden domes as if the answer would rise from them like some kind of magic eight-ball.

“Shee.”

Bawn looked back at Stryke.

“He says yes,” the blue man translated. “We must have faith.”

“Faith, huh?” Stryke scoffed.

“Yoo feent tenn weeg. Joh kah.”

“Besides,” Bawn said, “he says he will not fix the ship unless we take him with us.”

Maxine, Gary, and Will all turned to gauge their captain’s reaction. Stryke pursed his lips, drawing in a deep breath and letting it out in a long sigh.

“Sounds like the decision’s been made for us,” Captain Stryke said. Then, to the Mute Engineer, he added, “Welcome to the gang, I guess.”








42

THE leather-clad dwarf started jabbering excitedly as soon as the Oddstar came into view. He pulled his remote-controlled scrap cart up beside the spaceship, nearly buzzing with anticipation. The others trailed behind, just arriving at the ship’s ramp while the tiny tinkerer fired up his tools and went to work on the repairs.

The group took a moment to sit down and catch their breath. Will’s feet felt like they were on fire. His bruises from the arena throbbed with the beat of his pulse. Gary pulled off his socks and inexplicably poured out a gallon of dirt from them. Maxine searched the wreckage for rations to munch on while Bawn and the little mutant talked over the crackling of the engineer’s welder.

Will and Maxine shared some jerky the trooper found as the sun started to sink behind the canyon walls.

Bawn strode over to Stryke, rubbing the back of his bald blue head and avoiding the captain’s gaze.

“He is saying it could take most of the night to fix your ship,” Bawn explained, each disappointing word painful for him to deliver.

The captain groaned so loudly that it interrupted a conversation Will, Gary, and Maxine were having. They looked to their captain, waiting for an explanation.

“Looks like we won’t be leaving until the morning!” Stryke shouted over to them.

They groaned in unison.

Will didn’t like the idea of staying near Doonai any longer than they had to. Shaman Kelt had ordered them to leave within a day, but would he be willing to honor that when two injured mutant-hunters return to the city with tales of meddlesome interlopers? Will doubted the Doonai leader would show them any mercy. They’d probably forsake the whole arena pageant and just chop their heads off.

“It does not have to be all bad,” Bawn said, eying the captain and his crew. “This is a perfect opportunity to say goodbye to Doonai the right way! Who wants to go into the city and get something to drink?”

The Oddstar gang looked at each other.

“I’m in,” Will said.

The others joined him in agreement.

Bawn got the tiny tinkerer’s attention and explained where they were going. The little mutant warbled in response, then went right back to work soldering on panels of the Oddstar’s hull.




* * *




Bawn and the offworlders got all kinds of stares from the city dwellers as they weaved through streets and back alleys. Will was about to ask if Bawn was lost when the blue mutant spotted the tavern and led the way inside. He held the door open, letting it slam behind them as Stryke shored up their tail.

Conversations petered out as the party piled into the bar. Muck-strewn, labor-worn orange faces turn to them, eying the foreigners with silent suspicion. The bartender stood tall, scowling at the offworlders.

“We don’t want any trouble,” the man behind the counter said.

“Neither do we,” Bawn replied. “Are we welcome for a drink, Hiri?”

The barkeep sneered at the humans for a moment before clicking his tongue.

“I guess so, Bawn,” he said. “But don’t go telling no one I let you in. I’d lose me license.”

“Of course,” Bawn assured him. “We will take the corner booth. Bring us a couple of pitchers, please.”

Will scanned the tavern as the mutant led them to their seats. Eyes darted away from him as he scanned the patrons.

“Rumor must spread quick,” he commented, settling into the booth with the others.

“Ignore them,” Stryke suggested. “We’ll be outta here soon enough. We don’t need to give them a reason to bother us.”

“Ha!” Gary laughed as one of the Doonai averted his eyes. “You blinked first!”

The barkeep brought their pitchers of beer out himself, setting them down on the table and leaving without a word. Bawn started to pour the brew out into five tin cups when a pair of men walked up to their table. Will looked up at their frowning orange faces.

“Hello there,” Bawn greeted the men. “Can we help you?”

“You’re the mute champion,” one of the men observed. “Which makes the rest of you the interlopers who’ve been raising havoc in our city.”

“Raising havoc?” Stryke scoffed.

“Look, we do not want any trouble,” said Bawn.

He kept his muscles relaxed, his tone warm. He did everything in his power to appear as friendly as possible.

“Then you lot shoulda stayed home,” the other man said.

“Rumor has it you jumped a couple of mute-hunters in the canyon,” the first continued. “Broke some bones. That sure sounds like trouble to me.”

“Hey, why don’t you buzz off?” Stryke asked the two Doonai. “We’re just trying to enjoy our beer in peace.”

“Oh, you think you’re such hotshots just because you can afford beer?” the second stranger started. “You’re still a bunch of mutes. You know what we do with mutes in this town?”

“We round ‘em up,” his friend answered. “Like the no-good trash they are.”

To Will’s surprise, Bawn regarded them with pity rather than anger.

“You sound pretty upset, my friends,” the blue giant said without an ounce of malice. “Would you like to join us? The beer is on me.”

The two Doonai seemed taken aback. They looked at each other, unsure of how to reply.




* * *




Two hours later, Bawn hugged their new Doonai friends and said goodbye. The orange men stumbled in the dim light of a streetlamp while the stars twinkled above. Gary laughed with one of them at a joke both of them had already forgotten. Will tried to remember the words to the Star-Spangled Banner while Maxine repeated over and over that she’s “heard that song before”.

“Alright, well you guys be—be safe, mmkay?” the man hugging Bawn said, pulling back and looking into the blue man’s face fondly.

“Yeah!” the other one added once he caught his breath. “You give us a visit if you’re comin’ back, a’ight?”

“Sure thing,” Stryke replied, shooting finger guns at their new friends. “Get home safe!”

“You guys are the best!” the first stranger shouted back as they stumbled off into the night.

It took the Oddstar party nearly an hour to navigate down to the city’s lower tier, and another twenty minutes for Bawn to remember where he parked his wagon earlier that day. After a couple of laps in the muddy streets, they found it and all piled in the back. Bawn sat alone on the driver’s bench, steering his restless ostrizards away from Doonai and into the Sea of Dirt.

Will drifted off to the sound of Gary snoring and the creaking of the wagon.








43

SUNLIGHT stabbed Will’s eyes like a thousand burning needles. His head throbbed as he pulled himself up into a sitting position.

He looked around, unable to process where he was.

Did I black out? How did we get here?

The Earthling’s mind shook off the dust of sleep and he realized he was at the De Bom Ostrizard Ranch. He heard the soft symphony of several voices snoring all about him. He could feel a blanket beneath him, and something lumpy and poky under that. He thought he might be in a spare guest room hidden in Bawn’s little ranch house at first, but upon inspection, he concluded that they must have decided to sleep in the barn.

One of the ostrizards stood in the opening to the building, staring at Will as he stirred. He met the creature’s gaze for a minute before pulling himself out of his makeshift bed.

A form appeared beside the ostrizard as his eyes adjusted to the daylight.

“Breakfast time!” Lennette sang to the barnful of hungover offworlders. “Rise and shine!”

It took them a while to find their bearings and start the day, but when they smelled the eggs and bacon Bawn’s wife had cooked, the whole party came bounding out of the barn. Gary was the first one at the dining table, seemingly unphased by his hangover. Maxine and Will slunk in together, followed by a slouching Captain Stryke. He clutched his head, wincing as the chairs scraped over the wooden floor.

The eggs and bacon both came from ostrizards, which put Will off at first. The smell was alluring, however; nothing that smelled that good could be too bad. And he was right. The eggs in particular were more savory than any he’d ever tasted. It was like they were marinated in something smoky before Lennette fried them up on a wood-burning stove. The motherly mutant even brewed them up some caffeinated tea that made the water dark like coffee. Half a cup into the stuff and Will felt every part of his body come back to life.

He bore a few bruises he couldn’t explain. When he showed them to Gary and Maxine, they said he had tumbled down part of the stairs between the middle and lower tiers. Gary showed similar bruises, which he said he got in solidarity with the Earthling.

Eventually, the food was gone and their bellies full. Bawn looked outside and observed how far the sun had already crawled across the sky. With solemn reluctance, he suggested they begin their trek back into town if they wanted to leave before Shaman Kelt’s deadline. The last thing they needed was to come back to a vandalized ship and a missing engineer.

Bawn and his family said their tearful goodbyes while the offworlders tried not to intrude. Nub wailed and clutched his grandpa’s leg, even though he kept telling Bawn how proud he was of him. Pown said little in an attempt to appear strong for his son and his mother. Lennette didn’t hold anything back. Though tears trickled down her wrinkled face, she smiled at her husband.

“Goodbye, my love,” Bawn said, pressing his forehead against hers and closing his eyes.

Lennette pulled back after a moment, gazing into her husband’s eyes.

“It’s not ‘goodbye’,” she said. “Just ‘see you later’.”

The rest of the crew made their farewells as the wagon was loaded with things Lennette insisted Bawn bring with him. Then, with his wife beside him and new friends in the back, Bawn steered the wagon out of the compound and into the Sea of Dirt.

The ride was faster than anyone wanted it to be. Bawn desired as much time with Lennette as possible and the others dreaded the hike to their ship. All good things must come to an end, however, and that’s what Lennette reminded her husband of before dropping them off and steering the wagon back towards the ranch.

Bawn watched his wife disappear on the horizon before they made their way up through the city.

The people of Doonai shot them weird looks like always, but no one bothered to say anything. The guards kept an unblinking gaze on them as they walked past, yet none of them moved to do anything.

They stopped to admire the sight as they left the upper tier and rounded the corner to the oasis. The Oddstar sat in all its pristine glory, sparkling in the sun. The little tinkerer stood beside one of the landing gears, wiping it clean with a rag. When he noticed the rest of the party approaching, he broke out in excited jabbering and ran to them.

“Eega! Wonn tye dah! Eega!”

“Someone’s in a pleasant mood,” Will observed.

Bawn grinned.

“He says the ship is good as new,” he translated. “He has just been waiting for us.”

“Excited to get outta here?” Will asked the tiny mutant, bending down and clasping his hands on his knees.

“Inna wonna,” the leather-clad fellow yipped in response.

“You know, we ought to come up with a name for him,” Will suggested as he rose back to his full height. “It feels a little impersonal to call him ‘the Mute Engineer’ all day.”

“Did you ever consider he might already have a name?” Maxine asked. “Aside from the ‘Mute Engineer,’ I mean.”

“Well, let’s ask again,” Will said.

The five of them looked over at the diminutive tinkerer, waiting for his gibberish reply.

He shrugged, then babbled.

“He does not remember his real name. Everyone has always called him the Mute Engineer,” Bawn relayed. “He says his only name for himself is ‘me’.”

“Yeep,” the little mutant said, pointing to himself.

“Yeep?” Will repeated.

The leather-clad dwarf hopped excitedly.

“Sheega. Yeep! Yeep!”

The rest of the crew looked to Bawn, who shrugged.

“He just keeps saying ‘Me! Me!’ ”

“Yeep is a pretty cool name, no?” Gary suggested. “What do you think, boy, you like that name?”

“Gary, he’s not a goddamn dog,” Maxine said.

“Sheega,” the child-sized mutant replied.

Bawn cocked an eyebrow and frowned with consideration.

“He likes it,” he said, surprised by his translation.

“Huh,” Stryke replied. “Well, Yeep it is, then. Come on, people—I think we’ve overstayed our welcome.”

Mumbling their agreement, the others followed their captain up the ramp and into the ship.
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STRYKE gave the two mutants a brief tour of the Oddstar, receiving mystified oo’s and ah’s with every amenity he showed them. Gauging by the sheer wonder in Bawn’s face and Yeep’s voice, neither had ever seen anything like the Oddstar before. Will helped show them around, feeling more and more like the ship was his home. For the time being, at least.

The captain tried to hurry through the tour and wrap it up on the bridge. Stryke gave the computer a simple command; the Oddstar lifted and retracted its landing gear before tilting upwards and leaving the desert city of Doonai behind.

Bawn and Yeep clung onto their seats, tensing up as the ship flew above the clouds. Will wasn’t the most comfortable flier in the universe, but seeing the two mutants lose their minds made him feel a little better about himself.

The ship rocked and rattled as it cut through Ghenna’s upper atmosphere. The blue in the sky faded away, replaced by the star-filled blackness of space. The vibrations died down and the ship gained sudden weightlessness that the artificial gravity sorted out after just a few seconds.

The two Ghennans were silent, gazing at the viewscreen with slack-jawed amazement. Will could see the stars twinkle in their eyes and visors.

Stryke broke the silence, bringing Bawn and Yeep out of their trance.

“I’ve got the alternate reality drive charging now. It should take at least half a day to get ready. I suggest you use the time to pick out rooms and make yourselves at home.”

The two mutants seemed a little lost by Stryke’s statement, but Maxine pointed them to the corridor. Gary went with them to pick out his own quarters.

Stryke let out a long sigh once the door closed behind the three newest crew members.

“Well, that whole thing could have gone better,” he said, folding his hands on top of his head.

“It could’ve gone worse, too,” Will pointed out.

Maxine nodded.

“Indeed,” she said. “There’s plenty we should have done differently, though. Maybe we could have avoided Kelt’s wrath.”

“Yeah, but that’d mean leaving that priest asshole to beat up the mutant,” Stryke said. “We couldn’t let that happen.”

“I’m not saying it was a mistake, but it could have been handled better.”

“How?”

Maxine frowned.

“I don’t know. I just think we need to be better prepared for our next stop,” she replied.

“How can we be prepared, though?” Stryke asked. “I’ve been through this a lot longer than you guys have. Just when you think you’ve spotted a pattern to all these different realities, everything changes. It’s unpredictable; chaos in its purest form.”

“Then I guess we just have to get better at improvising,” Will said.

“I guess so,” Stryke conceded. “Let’s let our new crewmates settle in first, though.”




* * *




Gary held a chess piece in each hand, gazing between them with wondrous eyes. He waggled the one on the right.

“So this guy can just mimic other pieces on the chessboard?” he asked.

“That’s why it’s called a Copycat,” Stryke replied. The cyan illumination of the electronic board lit up his face from underneath in the dim lounge.

There was no night in space of course, but if there were, it would be approaching dawn. Even though the air was only filled with the peaceful hum of the engines, everyone was awake. That fact was only highlighted by the occasional whoosh of a door opening and closing or the footsteps of one of the newcomers exploring the ship.

Stryke was exhausted, but he wanted to be awake when the ARD was charged and ready. Gary kept the captain company by playing Multiverse Chess with him. The eccentric fellow was fascinated as Stryke explained the rules and started delving into the pieces and their abilities.

“And what do you call this one?” Gary asked, waving the statuette of a man in his left hand.

“Please don’t make me say it again.”

Gary’s tongue stuck out. He bit it to keep from laughing.

“Come on,” he said. “What’s its name?”

“The Duke of Shit,” Stryke answered with an exasperated sigh.

Gary cackled like a schoolchild, rocking back and forth in his chair excitedly.

“Oh man, I can tell I’m going to love this game,” he said.

Bawn’s voice came through the closed door. He sounded upset.

The three humans on the bridge looked at each other before wordlessly agreeing to check on the commotion.

“What do you need that much space for?” Bawn asked the tiny tinkerer. “Look at you! You would fit in an outhouse and still have plenty of room to spare.”

“Ahh guh woo. Jeega!” Yeep babbled and growled, his tone no less irritated.

“Your tools?” Bawn replied. “Why do you need them in your bedroom?”

“What’s going on?” Stryke asked. He folded his arms in front of his chest.

“According to your computer, one of the empty rooms is 0.21 square feet larger than the rest,” Gary replied. “They both think they should have it, so now they’re bickering like chickens. I don’t see what the big deal is—I already picked out my room.”

He pointed to one of the doors at the end of the hall.

“Gary, that’s a utility closet,” Stryke said. “That’s for cleaning stuff and extra supplies.”

“Well, now it’s for Gary.”

Stryke shook his head and turned to the two mutants, who were practically chest-to-chest. They almost looked like a couple of posturing frat bros were it not for the five-foot difference in their height.

“That’s enough,” he said.

“Captain,” Bawn started, unsure of how formal to be, “I am the larger one here. It only makes sense to give me the room.”

“Hoo, tee wonn duh,” Yeep moaned, folding his tiny arms.

“Yeep, isn’t all of your equipment in the cargo hold?” the captain asked.

The little fellow nodded.

“Sheega winn toh.”

“Then why don’t you make the whole bay your room?” Stryke suggested. “It’d be a hell of a lot bigger than these rooms and you can keep all your projects close. Then Bawn could have the larger quarters and both of you get what you want.”

Yeep hummed, then replied, “Smoo guh hee.”

Caught up in thought, Bawn nodded.

“I agree,” he said to the mute engineer. “That works for me.”

“Not a bad idea,” Will complimented Stryke.

“That’s why I’m the captain,” Stryke said.











PART IV - CANADA
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“WHAT do you call this one again?” Bawn asked, picking up the carrot and eying it with suspicion.

“Bawn!” Gary yelled. “Don’t eat that!”

The blue mutant dropped the carrot, his eyes wide and his brow low.

“What? Why?” he asked, panic taking over his tone.

“That’s called a rabbit pepper!” Gary said, sliding the plate of fruits and vegetables closer to himself. He picked up the carrot by the end, holding it far away from his face as if it was radioactive. “It’s the spiciest thing known to mankind. One bite could kill an adult in the blink of an eye.”

“Dear gods,” Bawn replied in a hushed, serious voice. “Why do humans eat such volatile food? What did you say this one does again?”

He pointed at a kiwi, taking care to not touch it.

“That’s a donkey testicle,” Gary answered, smirking knowingly. “It gives the human male a powerful erection that he uses to kill his rivals.”

Bawn shook his head in bewilderment.

“And I thought my people were crude.”

Yeep watched Gary’s lesson without a sound other than a wondrous cooing after each insane description. He reached out and touched the hairy skin of the kiwi, but Bawn slapped his hand away.

On the bridge, Maxine’s eyes went down to Stryke’s hip and one of her immaculate eyebrows lifted up her forehead.

“Interesting weapon,” she said. “That your sidearm?”

Stryke was lost for a moment. He followed her gaze to his own slug-slinger, secured in its leather holster.

“Oh, this?” he said, pulling the firearm out and holding it loosely in his hand. “It’s my primary weapon, actually.”

Maxine extended a hand towards the captain in the leather jacket.

“May I?” she asked.

Stryke hesitated for a moment. He handed the trooper his weapon.

She held it in both hands like she was studying an unfurled map. She flipped the blaster around and inspected the little mechanisms along it.

“Interesting,” she said, sliding out the gun’s magazine. “This shoots traditional projectiles?”

“That’s right.”

Maxine regarded the component with skepticism.

“How? I’m more familiar with energy weapons, but I thought these kinds of guns needed some kind of combustion to work.”

Stryke shook his head.

“Not this gun,” he said, reaching out and gently retrieving it from Maxine’s grip.

He freed the magazine, pulled back the slide, and locked it in place. He turned the opening on the top of the gun towards Maxine for her to see.

“It’s a miniature railgun, really,” he explained, pointing towards something emitting a dull green light from inside the gun. “It uses a concentrated power source and electromagnet to shoot these metal slugs faster than any explosion could manage.”

The captain clicked the slide and magazine back in place, spun the gun on his finger, and stuffed it back in its holster.

“Remarkable,” Maxine commented. “How did they get the power source to be so small? Our railguns are only useful when connected to a massive generator—that’s why we only use them in defense turrets and mechs.”

“You use a blaster, then?” Stryke asked, pointing at the trooper’s sidearm.

“That’s right,” she answered. “My personal defense energy pistol. In normal combat scenarios, though, I use my laser rifle.”

“What’s the difference? One’s just bigger than the other?”

“This one shoots bolts of deadly energy, while the rifle fires a concentrated beam.”

“Ooo, fancy,” Stryke said. “I like your style.”

Maxine smirked, her cheeks flushing.

“Thanks. I like yours, too.”

Will looked between the two in silence.

Is this how military people flirt? he wondered.

The soothing voice of the ship’s computer interrupted the conversation.

“The ARD is now charged,” it said.

Stryke and Maxine snapped to attention and took their seats. Gary entered through the hallway door, followed shortly by the two mutants. Bawn gazed up at the viewscreen curiously, unsure of what to expect from the infamous ARD jump. Yeep was buzzing with anticipation. Will felt anxious as well, but much less like he was about to ride a roller coaster and more like he was awaiting colon surgery without anesthesia.

Stryke wasn’t much more at ease. His voice cracked when he said, “Do it!”

Then, like the image on a CRTV being clicked off, they were gone. An instant later they were back, in another part of another universe.

Bawn staggered in his seat but managed to cling onto the chair’s arms with his massive blue hands. Yeep toppled to the floor and spun like a quarter. Dizzy, the leather-clad mutant jumped up and cheered.

Gary fell out of his seat and lay still on the ground. Will’s heart sank for a moment and he thought the worst had happened, but Gary scratched his face, obviously unharmed.

Will looked up at the viewscreen and his face fell. The perfect circle of Earth’s form glowed against the darkness of the galaxy. It was unmistakable; Africa, Europe, Iceland—it was all there. There were no mysterious swirls of radioactivity or vast wastelands. It looked more pristine than Will remembered, like a marble fresh from a tumbler.

Doubt crossed his mind for a moment.

“Computer,” he started, “where are we?”

“We are in orbit above the planet Earth, Sol, Milky Way P2V-17,” the computer replied. “Or did you mean spiritually? Because I wouldn’t get my hopes up.”

The designation didn’t ring a bell in Will’s head, but he knew it wasn’t the same one assigned to his home reality.

“It’s not my Earth, then,” he said.

If there even is a “my” Earth, he thought to himself.

“What can you tell us about this variant?” Stryke asked, spinning slowly in his chair as he gazed at the big blue orb.

“Chronometer readings place the date in the year 1953 A.D.,” the computer replied. “Scans show several satellites in orbit with us, most sending video and audio signals back to the surface.”

“Interesting,” Maxine commented, stroking her chin. “That puts them less than a decade after the maggot exodus.”

“If their history is the same as yours, that is,” Stryke countered.

Maxine cocked her head slightly.

“Think about how many different events make up a planet’s history,” the captain continued. “Then, think of all the various outcomes that could have stemmed from each. This version of Earth could be the combination of any of those outcomes. It’s just as likely that this is Ghenna thousands of years in the past, or an early version of Will’s timeline.”

Maxine nodded.

“I’m just trying to put it in perspective.”

“What kind of civilization is down there?” Bawn asked, marveling at the lights that sparkled all over the dark hemisphere of the planet.

“Energy signals seem to be atomic, for the most part,” the computer answered. “Thousands of nuclear reactors dot the planet’s surface. Smaller signatures are coming from human settlements. It appears to power most of the humans’ technology.”

“Hmm, so they leaned into that one,” Will said. “Maybe they didn’t have a Hiroshima or Nagasaki.”

“A what?” Maxine said.

“They seem to have a lot of firepower down there,” Stryke said before Will could reply, scanning the data on his monitor. “Look.”

He swiped at the controls and the image from his panel was transferred up to the main viewscreen. Satellite footage of missile launch pads, rows of nuclear-powered tanks, and armadas of warships swarming populated coasts flashed by like a montage. Whether or not they were being used in some massive war or just sitting around during peacetime was anyone’s guess. There was no overt evidence of active combat, but the satellite showed some troubling images of mass graves and large prison complexes.

“Who are they fighting?” Bawn asked, frowning at the screen.

“Themselves, I think,” Will replied.

“I’m getting some broadcasts from the satellites,” the captain interjected. “Mostly audio stuff. Computer, put it through on the main speakers.”

A bit of static crackled through the bridge, followed by a tinny interlude of big band music.

A woman’s voice came after the music faded away.

“Carol!” she said, her volume exaggerated like she was performing on stage.

“What is it, Betty?” another woman replied.

“Dear me, I have to go to the ball tonight but my best white dress is covered in terrible stains!” the first woman, Betty, explained.

Carol chuckled, dismissing her friend’s hysteria.

“Oh, Betty, don’t you know about Rather Aide?”

“Rather Aide?”

“It’s only the best laundry bleach in the provinces!” Carol said. “Rather Aide goes right to work on even the toughest filth, guaranteeing your clothes are master-race clean in just one wash!”

Will’s brow furrowed and he shared a look with each of the others. No one said anything as another musical interlude marked the transition between the ad and the station’s main programming.

“Welcome back,” came a posh man’s voice. “Today is the seven-hundred-twenty-ninth day of our great nation’s campaign against the communist threat of Peru. A small skirmish broke out in the Italian colonies, resulting in the death of three brave Canadians. The Great White North prevails, however, and the red scum lost twenty-two of their own. Our men stand on guard for thee…”

The words dissolved into a storm of static as the radio station was lost. Stryke lurched forward to change the settings when another station came through.

“…and frankly, they know what they’re doing up there,” a man with a monotone voice said. “They think they know better than the Party; that their little voices matter in the grand scheme of things. What they don’t understand, though, is they are just spokes in the wheel. If they want to get all bent out of shape and try to stop the wheel from spinning, then the only thing to do is pry them out and replace them with someone who can stay in line.”

“And what about these lies that Party troops started the conflict?” a younger, more vibrant voice asked.

The first man scoffed.

“Pure nonsense,” he spat. “These are terrorists, remember that. They decided to put our soldiers in danger for what? Some gasoline? I’m sorry, folks, but you don’t need gasoline to survive. You’re lucky we even give you the bread that the Party is generous enough to provide. But I guess some people always want more, more, more. Look, if the Party didn’t have the public’s best interests in mind, then why did they get more than ninety-nine percent of the vote?”

“Precisely,” the second man said. “Anyway, that’s our time for the evening, minister. Thank you again for coming to speak with us about the riots. It puts our nation at ease to know we are in such diligent hands.”

“Indeed. Hail Horton!”

“Hail Horton!”

The strings of a violin and the rag-tag rhythm of a piano played out the interview before the signal was lost entirely. Static played throughout the Oddstar bridge before the computer silenced the feed.

No one said anything for a moment while they pondered on the radio programs.

“What the hell did we just listen to?” Stryke asked.
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“DID anyone else get the impression that Canada is some sort of fascist superpower in this reality?” Will asked.

Maxine and Gary nodded. The others shrugged.

“Okay, good, wanted to make sure it wasn’t just me.”

“We have to go down there?” Bawn asked, pointing at the viewscreen.

Stryke glanced down at his console, swiping through a few pages of information.

He sighed, then said, “That’s what it looks like. Our landing zone seems to be focusing in on the northern part of one of the continents—Canada, as Will called it.”

“Peculiar,” Maxine muttered.

“Destination locked in,” the computer chimed. The crew all jumped at the sudden sound of its feminine voice.

“Who are we picking up, again?” Stryke asked, fumbling around for the game token.

“Shelly Ainkle,” Will replied, reciting from memory.

The captain ceased his search and frowned in thought.

“Right,” he hummed.

“Jooga wee nah penna,” Yeep started, and Bawn turned to listen to him.

Then, on Yeep’s behalf, the big blue mutant asked, “Are we just planning to fly down there and say hello like you did on Ghenna?”

“That’s a good point,” Will agreed. “Based on those transmissions, I doubt they’d be too happy to meet a bunch of aliens. Especially, no offense, one that’s eight feet tall and blue and another with three eyes.”

He glanced over at Maxine.

“They might not be too fond of you, either, if the ‘master-race’ thing is anything to go on.”

Bawn and Maxine looked at the floor sheepishly, neither too pleased with being singled out. Yeep listened quietly.

“There must be a way to make a covert landfall,” the space trooper suggested. “Perhaps someplace out of civilization’s way. We can make up the distance on foot if we have to.”

“Agreed,” the captain replied. He squinted at the display on his control console. “If I’m reading this right, it looks like there are plenty of wide, open areas just outside of the designated landing zone. It’s pretty far into the northern hemisphere and temperatures are low. There doesn’t seem to be any urban areas around.”

“Well, that’s a relief,” Will said.

“We ready?” Stryke asked, looking over his shoulder at the other five.

No one made any attempt to object. The captain glanced up at one of the ceiling speakers.

“Alright, computer. Take us in.”

Will wobbled as the ship dipped lower in its orbit. The farther down they spiraled, the larger the crisp blue orb became until it filled the screen with oceans, deserts, and mountains.

The Oddstar buckled and trembled as it carved into the planet’s upper atmosphere. Thin tendrils of sparks and flame trickled across the viewscreen. Everything else became blurred and indistinct. They were soaring just above the dark cloud layer before long. Then they broke through as the ship started to decelerate. The bleak gray of the clouds gave way to the bleak white of frozen wilderness.

Stryke was right—there were no cities or towns to speak of. Will thought he could make out the silhouette of a dense cityscape far on the horizon. He wasn’t sure, though. It could have been a patch of alpine forest for all he could tell.

That wasn’t to say that the ground below was devoid of man-made structures, however. There was a collection of dark shapes on the ground, like the spots on a snow leopard. Will could tell they were buildings. They seemed domed and long, like airfield hangars. A few other buildings were scattered around the snowy compound, but it was hard to make out details through the motion of the ship.

“So drab,” Maxine observed.

“It looks frigid,” Bawn said. “How does anyone live in such conditions?”

“Doesn’t look like many people do,” Stryke replied.

“Then why are we flying down here?” Bawn asked. “What is this Ainkle woman doing in such a place?”

No one had an answer. Even if they had, a signal cut in from the ship’s speakers before anyone could offer one.

“Incoming transmission,” the computer stated. “It’s coming from the ground.”

“Uhh,” Stryke mumbled, “put it through, I guess?”

A crackle washed out of the speakers, just like it had with the radio broadcasts.

“You are entering restricted airspace,” an operator said in a firm voice. “Identify yourself immediately.”

Stryke and Maxine shared a look.

“Ooo, noh genna,” Yeep said.

Bawn nodded but didn’t bother to translate.

Will was about to make a suggestion when Gary spoke up.

“‘Ey, it’s Tony!” he replied in a Bostonian accent. “Lemme in.”

There was dead air on the other side for almost a full minute.

“Landing in this area is entirely prohibited,” the operator continued, clearly not expecting Gary’s sudden response. “You must submit your identification card in triplicate to our Bureau of Investigation, alongside a facsimile of your long-form birth certificate, three months of prior paystubs, as well as proof of residency. It may take up to two months for your application to process, at which time a letter will be mailed to your indicated address informing you of your eligibility. After a short round of interviews and background checks, you will either be approved or denied for landing in this area. Only then may you return.”

Stryke ran his fingers through his hair while Will scratched nervously at the back of his neck.

“We’re just trying to get our friend home from a party, officer,” Gary replied, unperturbed. “We won’t be any trouble.”

More static popped over the intercom.

“What?” the operator asked after trying to find meaning in Gary’s statement.

“He had a bit too much to drink,” Gary continued. “We’re just making sure he gets home safe.”

“Who are you?” the operator asked, his human curiosity getting the better of him. “Who is your superior? You’ll need to submit a facsimile of their identification as well. You must comply.”

Gary’s eyes darted around the bridge. Will could almost see the strange man’s train of thought steer in a whole new direction.

“Ow!” Gary shouted in fake pain. “My balls!”

“Sorry?” the operator asked, certain he misheard the unidentified pilot.

“MY BALLS!” Gary shrieked like he was being tortured. “OW! STOP IT! OWWWW! MY BALLLLLLLLLLS!”

“I don’t—” the operator started, stammering. “I—what?”

“Oh my Gawdddd, my BALLLLLLLLS!” Gary cried.

Then he manually dropped the transmission with a swipe of his hand.

The rest of the crew stared at him with dumbstruck expressions. Will couldn’t decide if Gary was a dangerous moron or perhaps the smartest person he’d ever met. Screaming “my balls!” over and over wasn’t something the Earthling would have thought to do. Maybe, in some strange way, it was the most useful approach. Confusion can be a powerful weapon.

Any notion that Gary was a genius slipped away when another alert sounded through the bridge.

“Two hostile targets approaching,” the computer said.

“Show us,” Stryke commanded.

The image on the screen shifted to a spot in the dull blue sky about a dozen miles away. Two fighter jets bearing red, white, and black paint-jobs zoomed through the air, angled up towards the heavens. Each carried a payload of missiles under its wings.

“That doesn’t look good,” Will commented.

“Battlestations, everyone!” Stryke barked.
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“BATTLESTATIONS?” Will cried out, looking to and fro in a state of paralysis. “What battlestations? We never said anything about battlestations!”

Stryke was too focused on his controls to look up.

“Just take a seat at your console and be ready to do as I say!” he yelled. “Computer, engage evasive maneuvers if you detect any weapon locks. Try to take us in below the aircraft.”

Will’s mind raced a million miles a second as he took his seat and glanced down at the controls. Everything was still like neon hieroglyphs; lights blinked up at him from indicators he didn’t recognize and various numbers measured things he didn’t understand.

He took a deep breath and tried to focus.

One of the blips stood out to him. It almost reminded him of a submarine’s sonar blip from old war movies. The display was a dull blue circle, at the center of which was the solid green shape of the Oddstar. Two blinking red dots trailed behind the tiny ship. He didn’t need any labels to understand what they meant.

“They’re still on our tail,” he said, following the red blips with his eyes.

Did everyone’s station show this info, or just his?

“The computer’s taking too long to react,” Stryke sighed, deploying a blocky yoke from the pilot’s console. “I’m taking manual control. I need to slow us down a whole lot if we want our new friends to zip by overhead. Hold on!”

Everyone on the bridge braced as Stryke pulled down hard on the flight controls. The ship buckled, then dipped low.

Will felt his stomach rise into his abdomen like he was starting the descent on a massive roller coaster. He clutched his armrests as he tried to ride out the sudden inertia. He felt like he couldn’t quite breathe until the ship pulled back up and leveled out.

The dull clouds on the viewscreen were suddenly broken up by the forms of two jets soaring past them from above.

“They missed us!” Bawn called out, raising his meaty blue fist in triumph.

“Don’t celebrate yet,” Stryke said. His eyes followed the wispy trails of the fighter jets as they veered to either side. “They’re coming back around!”

“Weapons lock detected,” the computer stated. “Engaging evasive maneuvers.”

Everyone on the bridge stumbled to their right as the ship started to spin. They caught themselves before they fell out of their chairs, and the artificial gravity held strong.

Stryke reached for the controls to pull them back upright, but the ship continued to roll despite his actions.

A beeping grew louder and louder and a flash of light shot out from one of the jets. Then a second flash from the other. The beeping doubled in pace.

“Incoming missiles,” the computer announced.

“Keep the shields up!” Stryke shouted back at the ship. Then he looked to the others. “Hold on!”

One of the lights zipped past them, leaving a thin trail of smoke as it missed its mark. The other light came in straight and exploded on the front of the Oddstar. The ship shuddered midair, but it remained in one piece.

“Shields holding,” Maxine said, reciting from her console. “Looks like the other missile didn’t hit.”

“Computer, lock onto the aircraft and bring them down,” Stryke commanded.

“Unable to establish a weapons lock,” replied the ship’s computer.

“Their systems are probably too archaic for a traditional lock,” Maxine suggested, tapping on her controls with feverish haste. “I can’t do anything over here, either.”

Captain Stryke sighed. Will could see beads of sweat glistening on the sides of the smuggler’s head.

“Alright, we’re gonna have to bring them down manually, as well,” Stryke growled. “Maxine, Yeep—I need you to take over control of the ship’s guns. You just need to line them up in the crosshairs and fire. Computer! What good even are you?”

“I can disable life support if you’d think that’d help,” the computer offered.

“We’re good, thanks!” Will cut in.

“Umm, how do we do this?” Maxine asked. “I’ve never used controls like these before!”

Yeep squealed for a moment, but Bawn was too distracted to translate.

“Hang on,” said Maxine. A low whirring came from her console as her joystick emerged from inside. “I think I figured it out!”

“Fire!” barked the captain.

A deep pew pew came from the Oddstar’s guns. Bright bolts of blue light erupted from the weapons, igniting the sky as they flew harmlessly past the fighter jets. Maxine started to giggle like an excited little girl, watching the energy beam dissipate.

“Oh, I like this thing!” she laughed, letting loose another barrage of laser fire.

Yeep figured out his station rather quickly and also guffawed like a mad chimp. Part of Will was jealous; the guns sounded like a lot of fun.

“This thing is blinking!” Bawn shouted. His face was a stark contrast to the glee on Maxine’s. His bright blue flesh glistened with sweat. “I think this blinking is bad!”

“Incoming missiles,” the computer announced once again.

“Gary, slide the bar on the left side of your console all the way down,” Captain Stryke commanded, pointing at the mustachioed man. “We need to drop elevation fast!”

“Like this?” Gary asked.

He pressed down on the left side of his controls and swiped down, then up, then down again. He modulated the setting like he was scratching a record in a DJ booth.

The ship rocked like a giant was trying to burp them. A twin pair of lights zipped past the Oddstar, zooming off into the clouds above.

“Gary!” Stryke shouted. “I told you to just bring it down and not—wait, did they miss us?”

Will nodded, watching the two smaller dots disappear off his instruments.

“Nevermind, keep doing that—but slow it down a little!”

Gary bobbed his head to some nonexistent tune as he continued playing with the controls. The ship moved in every which direction at random speeds, which would have been maddening under normal circumstances, but it seemed to make it nearly impossible for the jets to lock onto them.

“I hit one!” Maxine cried out.

Will saw one of the red blips veer off and shrink in size, an arrow pointing down just below it.

“They’re going down!” he said.

“Weega!” Yeep cheered in triumph.

“The other one’s falling back! Nice shooting!”

There was a collective sigh on the Oddstar bridge followed by a smattering of cheers.

“Computer, is anyone else pursuing us?” Stryke asked, clenching onto the flight controls with white fingers.

“No other aircraft detected,” replied the computer.

Stryke slumped back into his chair, letting his legs dangle over the edge and onto the floor.

“Alright, maybe we can touch down and hide the ship without further incident—”

The ship was smacked with explosive force before he could finish the last word. Everyone toppled to the metal floor, gasping out as the ship shuddered from another explosion.

“Incoming artillery fire,” the computer said, no more or less urgent than usual. “They are firing from the surface.”

“Where?” Maxine asked, climbing back into her seat and swiveling the guns with a twist of her joystick.

The ship was rocked with another concussion just as everyone else was sitting back at their stations. The hum emanating from the spacecraft diminished as if the left side of a stereo system suddenly went mute.

“Critical damage in port engine,” the computer declared. “Power systems failing. Altitude dropping.”

“Bad ship!” Gary shouted. “Bad!”

“We can’t stay up on just one engine,” Stryke said through clenched teeth. “We have to find someplace to bring it down. Now!”

“It’s just ice down there!” Will argued.

“Then I hope it’s thick ice,” Stryke replied. “I’ll try to make it as soft a crash as possible. Everyone—brace yourselves!”

The ship tumbled out of the sky in a spiral. The other engine struggled to keep them aloft, but they circled down towards the frozen water and soil down below despite its efforts.

The splintering of ice and the scraping of metal filled the Earthling’s ears as the Oddstar crashed into the permafrost.
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PEOPLE were shouting from outside the ship. It took a moment for the sound to register in Will’s brain.

Had he passed out when they crashed? He couldn’t remember the last minute or so—it was like time had skipped forward.

The first thing he noticed when he opened his eyes and tried to lift his head was the searing pain in his neck. He must have hit something when he fell out of his chair. It felt like he dislocated a disc or two. He wiggled a few fingers and toes to make sure his spinal cord was still intact.

He sat up and looked around once he realized his head wouldn’t pop off. All of the lights on the bridge flickered as the power feeding into it started to deplete—even the viewscreen, which captured the snowflakes falling from a slate-gray sky. The view wasn’t perfect; the image was being distorted by the fluctuating power. Will could still make out a mound of snow and dirt piled up around the crashed ship. They had narrowly missed one of the frozen lakes dotting the winter wasteland and dug a nice pit into the edge of an alpine forest.

It was almost serene. Peaceful. Will might even describe it as Zen were it not for the line of figures approaching the ship. His heart jumped into his throat when he saw them on the flickering screen.

We have to get out of here!

His mind almost froze with fear. There was no chance they could hide the ship now; their best shot was to sneak away before whoever was out there came for them.

His head rang as he spotted Bawn and Gary crumpled in one corner. His heart sank for a moment, but he saw their chests rise with breath.

Motion drew his gaze and he noticed Maxine and Stryke creeping through the wide opening to the corridor. The power failed to close the door behind them, so Will was able to watch them ready their weapons. They moved towards the back of the ship.

What are they planning to do? Shoot their way out like an Arnold Schwarzenegger character?

Despite the blinding pain coursing through his body, Will picked himself up and stumbled after them. He glanced back at his unconscious friends, spotting Yeep under one of the control consoles. If he had Bawn’s strength, maybe he could try to drag them all with him to safety.

“Psst!” Will hissed at Maxine and Stryke.

They almost made it to the end of the hallway when they turned and spotted the former thief. They both looked glad to see him up and coherent, but didn’t reply.

“What are you doing?”

“Soldiers are surrounding the Oddstar,” Maxine explained, offering Will the blaster he had used before. “We don’t have much time.”

“This might have to be our Harrad IX,” Stryke whispered, checking his blaster.

“What’s that?”

“An old battle in my reality,” Stryke explained, keeping his voice low. “A handful of soldiers defended their outpost on an alien world against a horde of thousands. That’s what we’re gonna have to pull off here: a miracle.”

“What happened to the soldiers?”

“Uh, well…they all kinda died.”

“Awesome,” Will said bitterly.

“Shh!” Maxine interrupted. “I think I can hear them through the cargo bay door.”

Stryke pursed his lips and nodded.

“Then let’s go say hello.”

They climbed through the cargo hold and stood by the door, listening. Will heard voices shouting, but he couldn’t make out the words. There was a never-ending crunch as boots kicked through fresh snow.

Stryke drew a deep inhale and pressed the contact to manually lower the ramp. Icy air rushed through the ship and into their lungs as soon as the seal was broken. Will could see his breath before the door was even a foot open. He never realized just how slow the ramp was before.

The voices outside wafted in unimpeded.

Maxine opened fire as soon as the door dropped below eye level. She blasted one of the figures back as the ramp finished touching down. The other soldiers crowded around the back of the ship, taking notice of the opening and the sudden blaster fire.

The attackers were dressed in black coats with white fur lapels and red armbands. Most of their faces were concealed by dark gas masks and black helmets. They carried simple wooden infantry rifles.

Stryke rolled down the ramp, unfolding at the feet of an approaching soldier, whom he promptly blasted into the snowbank.

Gunfire cracked out through the frozen air as the soldiers tromped their way towards the alien ship. Maxine ducked behind a slab of ice jutting up from the crash site. Will flinched at each gunshot as he followed the trooper and knelt in the snow.

Stryke slid behind a felled tree, popping up to shoot at a pair of soldiers without a second to rest.

Will found the courage to jump out and take a few shots, but the sight of over a dozen black uniforms marching through the snow sent his pulse into a fit. He pulled the trigger over and over but didn’t hit anyone. He ducked down just as a projectile whizzed past his nose.

“There’s too many of them!” Maxine called, exhausted.

She melted through a short mound of ice, blasting another approaching enemy.

“Any more than one is too many!” Stryke shouted.

The space marine didn’t have a chance to quip back as a red-feathered dart sunk into her neck.

“Maxine!’ Will shouted.

She locked gazes with him, hers wide and glossy. Her eyelids started to droop as she sank to the ground.

Stryke roared and he popped out from his tree, blasting away as he strafed over to Will. He only made it half of the way before he caught a dart in the leg, then another in his shoulder. Stryke dropped face-first into the snow.

Will leaped out toward his captain, trying to catch him when he felt a sudden punch between his ribs. He looked down and saw a red feather protruding from his side.

His body became numb. The waking world slipped away and he was left with only the blinding white of the snow.
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A splash of water broke Will out of his slumber. He gasped in shock at how cold it was, trying to catch his breath as the liquid dribbled off his face. Light flooded into his eyes, accompanied by blurry shapes and a whole lot of white.

He saw two forms moving in the bare room with him; one khaki, the other gray. Will’s vision cleared up and he recognized the shapes as men.

They wore full suits in their respective color, the shorter man tan and the taller man charcoal. Both wore waistcoats with chains spilling out of the pockets like they were at a Teddy Roosevelt cosplay convention. Matching trilby hats sat atop their heads, cocked at an angle that the Greatest Generation might consider “business casual”.

The one in gray placed an empty metal bucket on the floor.

“Well, well, well,” the man in tan said. “Looks like our guest is finally waking up.”

He pulled out a small glass pipe and a flip lighter, igniting the wick and running the flame under the pipe. A subtle popping noise came from the glass device and the short man inhaled the smoke it produced.

“What—where am I?” Will asked. His throat was dry and the words came out like sandpaper on stone.

“We’re not here to answer your questions; you’re here to answer ours,” the taller one said.

“Got that?” the shorter one asked as he exhaled the smoke.

Like a switch being flicked in his brain, Will remembered. He remembered the Oddstar embedded in a bank of snow and his friends asleep on the floor. He could recall fighting off soldiers—Stryke, Maxine, and he had fallen, one by one. He assumed he was dead. He felt almost no relief to discover he was wrong.

Maybe he was dead. Maybe the white room was heaven and the two men were angels.

Figures.

What about the others? Were they alright? Did they get captured by the soldiers, too?

Will looked around the room. Stryke, Bawn—any of them could be behind one of those walls. There’s no telling what was being done to them.

His realization bled out onto his face. The one in gray snapped his fingers and pointed at him underhandedly.

“I think he’s starting to remember where he is,” the man said, a disconcerting grin stretching across his thin face.

“Ah yeah, look at him,” his partner agreed. “You still gonna try to play the ignorance card?”

“The ship—my friends,” Will said with some difficulty. “Where are my friends?”

“I wouldn’t worry about them, bub,” the one in the tan suit replied. “Inside here, we’re your only friends. And you know what? Friends share their secrets with each other. Let’s start with you: what does Lima know?”

“Lima?”

Will didn’t understand.

“Peru!” the taller agent spat back. “Don’t try to bullshit us, llama-lover! We know you’re a spy!”

“A spy?” Will asked. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“You Peruvian sons-a-bitches are thick, aren’t you?” the shorter agent said. “You’ve already failed your mission; no one is coming for you. Your only shot of getting out of this situation alive is to tell us everything you know.”

“How much does Peru know about this facility? They don’t just send spies to check out vacant patches of the arctic. Did Gandhi send you?”

“Gandhi?” Will tried to shake the nonsense out of his head, but it was locked in the room with him. “The Mahatma?”

“This guy just doesn’t give up, does he?” the tall man asked his partner.

He fished out a glass pipe similar to the other agent’s and took a hit off it. Tears welled up in his eyes as he held in the smoke.

“What do they know about the experiments?” the one in tan demanded, leaning in close enough for Will to smell the poutine on his breath. “Things are going to get real difficult for you if you don’t tell us what we need to know! Speak, spy!”

“I’m not a spy!” Will started. “I’ve never even been to Peru!”

His mind raced, trying to work out the best way to explain. Should he just tell the truth? Anything at this point was better than letting them think he was an enemy agent.

“Oh?” the shorter one asked in a patronizing tone. “Where did you come from, then? Did you just fall out of the sky?”

“That’s one way to put it,” Will answered. “I’m from another planet—another universe. That’s why we came in on the ship—”

The two Canadians burst out in laughter before Will could finish his thought, drowning out his statement.

“Alright, spaceman,” the taller one started, “where are your antennae? Isn’t your skin supposed to be green or something?”

“Right?” the other one said. “Like we don’t know a stealth plane when we see one!”

“Yeah.”

“A stealth plane?” Will repeated, bewildered.

He didn’t even know how to start refuting their claims. It seemed the Canadians made up whatever narrative they wanted and there was nothing he could do to convince them otherwise. He could tell them he was a Peruvian spy and they’d likely correct him on the details of his story. They weren’t interested in what he had to say unless he said what they wanted him to.

There was a sudden change in the taller one’s expression as if he could hear their prisoner’s thoughts. His eyes darted over to his partner and his wicked smile fell.

“What if he’s not a spy?” he mused aloud. “What if he’s telling the truth?”

The other agent regarded his comrade with baffled little eyes.

“You can’t be serious. Aliens aren’t real, you buffoon!”

“I’m not saying they are and I’m not saying he is one, but maybe we should have the docs run a few tests,” the one in gray argued, gesticulating with his pipe. “We’re gonna be holding him either way. If there’s any chance this ‘other universe’ bullshit is legit, then this poor sonnuvabitch could be the key to our problems.”

One of the tan agent’s eyebrows lifted up to the brim of his trilby. His face lit up and he chuckled a little.

“Ah, what the hell. Better safe than sorry,” he said. “Besides, if he is a spy, I can’t think of any better enhanced interrogation than the tests they’ll put him through.”

“Exactly,” the taller one replied. “He probably is, anyway.”

“Guards!” the shorter one called, turning to the door.

The door opened and two black-clad soldiers poked their heads inside without comment.

“Take our friend here to an empty cell and tell the doctors to run a full suite of examinations,” he commanded. “Got it?”

“Yes, sir,” one of the soldiers said as they opened the door wider. A baton found its way into his gloved hand and he addressed Will. “Get up!”

Will hesitated for a moment before rising to his feet. The two agents sneered at him as he was escorted out of the interrogation room.
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THE next two days passed with the speed and grace of a wait in the lobby of a doctor’s office. Will saw little else besides the inside of his cell, which was barely large enough to lay down in. He was given a thin sheet to use as a cot while he passed the time staring at the white tile wall, listening.

He was occasionally taken out for various tests. They seemed routine at first—blood work, x-rays, and physical examinations. As time passed immeasurably for the prisoner, the experiments became stranger and stranger. They would make him endure intense washes of white light and told him to consume something that tasted like a melted rubber glove. They submerged him in water until he thought he might drown, then tried to freeze him with an ice bath.

No one would answer his questions; why were they doing this? What were they looking for? The scientists only silently wrote on their clipboards and watched.

Each time he was led to or from his cell, his escort was a black-uniformed soldier with a blank, featureless stare. They all carried glass pipes like the interrogators and used them frequently. From what Will could gather, everyone in the facility regularly smoked crack cocaine, but he couldn’t figure out why. It came as easily to his captors as smoking a cigarette. They all had a sickly look about them as a consequence.

Guards were posted outside his cell at all times. He found it comforting in a way. Hearing the occasional cough or small snippets of banter was all that kept him going. They never spoke to him, but at least he knew someone was out there. Without the guards, the whole population of this Earth could be raptured up to Heaven and he’d have no way to know before he died of dehydration.

Will surmised that he was underground from the muffled conversations he was lucky enough to overhear. The Canadians were working on borderline supernatural experiments in a frantic attempt to best their rivals, the Peruvians. There seemed to be a cold war between the two superpowers, and Will was caught in the crossfire.

He hadn’t the slightest clue what the Canadians were specifically working on in such a secluded, secretive compound. He assumed it was some kind of bomb or a doomsday device at first, but he was starting to doubt that theory.

He noticed other cells during his escorted excursions. They were keeping prisoners there for a reason. If Will had to guess, he would say they were working on a biological weapon. Maybe they were even trying to make super soldiers, like the plot of some kind of sci-fi video game.

While the time slunk by at a snail’s pace, Will tried to think of a way out of his cell. He could try to make a move next time they wanted to run more tests on him. They always put him in restraints when they escorted him between rooms, so getting loose would be tricky.

Maybe he could befriend a guard and get help from the inside. He knew he had some natural charm but it was worth little more than a laugh at a dinner party. Besides, the guards never gave him a chance to speak—if they were even sober enough to understand him.

He could only think of escape plans for so long before they devolved into fantastical gobbledygook that would never work. After his third time circling back to the idea of flushing himself out piece by piece, he realized he needed something to distract his mind and repair his delicate sanity.

To his great fortune, a bit of tile had broken from the wall. The fragment was no larger than a thumbnail, yet he was able to derive quite a bit of entertainment from it. It started as almost a tongue-in-cheek sort of game, but after a few hours of acting out a troubled marriage between the tile chip and his pinky, he was truly invested.

“Oh, you’re home,” Will said in an annoyed feminine voice, wiggling his pinky. “You said you’d be back by seven.”

“It was a late night with the boys,” Will also said, but in a deep, manly tone. “I should have called, I’m sorry.”

“You’re damn right you should have called!” Will shouted as the wife-finger. “I was up for ages wondering if I should call the police. You know you work in a dangerous neighborhood; you can’t leave me in the dark like that!”

“I’m doing the best I can, woman!” replied Will in the chip-husband’s voice. “You know what it’s like working your ass off for someone who doesn’t ever climb off it?”

“Are you drinking?” the finger-wife scoffed. “You would never talk to me like that sober! You told me you quit!”

Dear God, I’m losing my mind, Will realized.

Will heard feet come from down the hall before more of the drama could play out. He hadn’t noticed the guards leave their post. He set the tile chip down and crawled to the door, taking care to make no noise. He pressed his ear against the crack and listened.

A man told the guards to take a break. A pair of footsteps trailed away from the cell without argument.

Strange, Will thought. It’s not meal time. Who could be visiting me?

Probably more tests. Someone come to poke and prod him some more.

The metal panel that covered the food slot opened up. A pair of blue eyes peered into the room from the hole, darting around until they spotted the prisoner.

“Ah, there you are!” the man said.

Will could see a blond beard rustle against the slot as the stranger spoke. He said nothing.

“My name is Dr. Richter,” continued the stranger, ignoring Will’s blank gaze. “I’m here to help you.”
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WILL stared back at the blue eyes without saying anything.

Dr. Richter’s brow furrowed.

“You’re the one from the ship, right?” he asked. “The orange one with the twin engines?”

Still no response.

“I’m a scientist here,” the doctor continued.

“And you want to help me?” Will asked. “Why?”

Will didn’t trust Dr. Richter. He looked like all the other white coats that had been testing him, poking him, and making him go through grueling exercises. This guy could even be one of the ones running the experiments on him from behind a two-way mirror. If only his memory of the last couple of days wasn’t such a blur.

“I can’t speak for long,” the doctor replied.

“Then you better talk fast,” said Will.

Dr. Richter paused for a moment, swallowing hard as he thought.

“I heard you’re looking for her,” he said. “For Shelly.”

“Shelly?” Will asked.

His mind drifted back to the image of the Game Master’s token. Shelly Ainkle—that was one of the names from the roster.

Yes. That was why he was here.

“How do you know about that?”

“We watch in on interrogations sometimes,” the doctor replied, readjusting his awkward stance. “We wanted to see if you had any telepathic or telekinetic abilities—you know, since we thought you were a Peruvian spy.”

“That makes absolutely no sense to me.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Dr. Richter continued. He looked up and down the hall to make sure no one was listening. “I want to help you get her out of here. If you can get Shelly to your ship and escape, she can be safe. Anywhere is better than here.”

Will cocked an eyebrow, unsure he understood the scientist. He shook his head, trying to think of a question that would alleviate all his confusion.

“Look, I know you’re disoriented,” said the doctor. “But you have to trust me. I’m your only way out of here. I’m here to help you.”

“Why do you want us to take Shelly away?” Will asked. “Why do you care?”

“Because,” Dr. Richter started, his eyes darting around the hallway again, “she’s special.”

“She’s ‘special’?” Will repeated, using his tone to point out the absurdity of the statement.

“She’s just an innocent girl, and they plan to imprison her for her whole life! Who knows what kind of sick tests and experiments they have in store for her; there’s no international court this far up north.”

“But why?”

Dr. Richter’s expression became sheepish.

“They tried to make a telepath out of her,” he answered. “They wanted to make her a psychic soldier, something that can compete with the rumors coming out of Lima. They engineered her from conception; she’s their little lab rat. Unfortunately, she didn’t end up becoming a telepath.”

“What makes her special, then?” Will asked. He was having trouble following along after countless hours of no stimulation.

“She’s an empath,” Dr. Richter said. “She can’t read minds, but she can sense emotions. It’s quite incredible, actually. It essentially makes her a living lie detector, though the party officials don’t see it that way. To Lady Canada, it is a black and white matter—she’s not a telepath, so she’s a failure.”

Will pondered for a moment. He couldn’t help but feel a surge of revulsion at the idea of a bunch of white coats running the kinds of tests they had been doing to him on a little girl. He’d only endured two days of their torture; what did a childhood of it do to a person?

“Why do you care?” Will asked the doctor once again. The reality of the stranger’s allegiance came rushing back to the prisoner.

“I’ve…grown fond of her,” was the reply.

“Fond?” Will asked, a smirk growing. “Sounds like you have a crush.”

The doctor’s face grew pink in the spots not covered with blond hair.

“That doesn’t matter. What matters is that I need your help,” Dr. Richter said.

“What do you want me to do?” Will gestured to the cell walls around him. “I dunno if you’ve noticed, but I’m a little indisposed.”

“I know, I know,” Dr. Richter said, “but I can help with security. I’ve got some clearance around here.”

“Hmm,” Will hummed, thinking it over. “What would I have to do?”

“For now, just hang tight,” Dr. Richter replied. “Rumor has it, a few of your friends are on the loose around the compound. They’ve been giving the black coats a few problems, to put it mildly. If I can contact them, maybe they can help us make a run for it.”

“They’re on the loose?” Will asked.

A bit of hope grew inside him. They had gotten free of the soldiers, somehow. He wondered who it was. Maybe Maxine had wrestled her way out after they darted her. Or perhaps it was one of the mutants—or even Gary.

“How many?”

“I’m not sure. I just know a couple of them are here in the prisoner block and a couple of them are out there causing chaos.”

Will sat up.

“There are others here?” he asked. “Who?”

Dr. Richter looked down the hall. The sound of a couple sets of feet echoed down from the right side.

“Listen, I can’t say much more, but I want you to know that I’ll do whatever I can to get you and your friends outta here,” the scientist said, almost too fast to be understood. “I just need you to promise to help Shelly, okay?”

“Doctor—”

“Just promise!”

Will took a deep breath. The footsteps were getting closer.

“I promise,” he replied. “I’ll get Shelly out of here.”

Dr. Richter smiled.

“I’ll be back for you,” he said, standing up and sliding the food slot closed.

Will could hear the doctor say “He’s all yours,” to the guards before walking away, leaving the black coats to smoke crack at their post while the Earthling started devising a plan inside the cell.
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WILL grew concerned that Dr. Richter wasn’t coming back as another day passed. Perhaps he got found out and the Canadians were submitting him to the same kind of tortures that Will had to endure. Maybe he had been lined up against a wall and shot. Or, Will thought with dread, it had all been a ploy and Dr. Richter was helping the fascists capture his friends on the outside. Maybe the rest of his crew was dead and they were just trying to manipulate some information out of him.

He just didn’t know. It was enough to overwhelm him.

What would he do if Dr. Richter was out of the picture? Or, God forbid, if he was a snitch? Would the others still be able to break him out? Or was he doomed to spend the rest of his life in this crack-scented prison?

A pounding came at the door just when he was on the verge of a nervous breakdown. He jumped at the sudden commotion, then turned towards the food slot and waited in terrified anticipation.

Was this it? Was the jig up, and now they’d come for him?

“Step back,” a guard said through the slot. “More tests.”

Will did as he was told, scooting on his bottom until his back pressed against the opposite wall. The cell door swung open with a great groan. In the threshold stood the usual guard detail, accompanied by the shaggy Dr. Richter.

He was a bit shorter than Will imagined. His long hair and beard took up most of his face. He carried a clipboard under his arm.

“Turn around!” one of the guards barked before Will could say anything.

Dr. Richter remained silent as well. Will was certain he had been betrayed at first. Dr. Richter was just another white coat like all the others. Then he realized the deeper deception behind it all and decided to play along.

He spun around, putting his hands up against the wall like he’d done so many times before. The guard took his hands and secured them behind his back, then turned him to face the doctor.

“I’ll take him from here,” Dr. Richter told the guards as he reached out and grabbed one of Will’s wrists. “The bleeder isn’t too far from here.”

“Don’t be gone too long,” one of the guards replied, loading his little glass crack pipe. “They want him back before lunch.”

Dr. Richter didn’t say anything as he led Will out of the cell. They stepped through a sickly cloud of smoke as they emerged into the hallway. The scientist fanned it away from his face, but Will, restrained, could only cough in it.

The prisoner watched the guards smoking from the corner of his eye. He sighed a little in relief when he realized they weren’t joining their little walk.

Once they were out of earshot, Will asked the doctor, “What’s up with all the crack smoking?”

Dr. Richter sighed.

“You know how I mentioned the rumors about Peru and their psychic warriors?”

Will nodded.

“Well, another rumor claims that a crack-addled mind is impenetrable,” Dr. Richter explained. “It would be devastating if they were ever able to control our guards’ minds, or if they were able to use telepathic spies to steal our secrets. So, the brass in Ontario ordered the soldiers stationed here to smoke as much crack as they reasonably could—in the name of national security.”

“But,” Will started, “isn’t it worse having cracked-up guards all the time?”

Dr. Richter shrugged.

“It’s not ideal,” he replied. “Here—it’s down this way. They don’t have any surveillance in Exam Room Seven.”

Will’s rubber slippers squeaked as he turned and followed the good doctor. The shoes were a full three sizes too large, so he struggled to keep his feet inside.

“This is it,” Dr. Richter said, opening his jacket and retrieving a yellow keycard.

He was about to touch the card to the door’s electronically sealed handle when an alarm sounded. The klaxon wailed through the corridors as they both spun around. Will felt the blood freeze in his veins. Sweat appeared on the scientist’s brow, spouting out from under his mane of hair.

“What is that?” Will asked, grimacing at the alarm’s volume.

“I’m not sure!” Dr. Richter replied, trying to sound calm but passing it off about as well as a chimpanzee on PCP.

“Are we caught?”

“I don’t know!”

Dr. Richter peered down the hall at the passing black forms. The soldiers marched at nearly a sprint, smoking from their glass pipes as they moved under the washing red light of the siren.

“Come on, let’s try to act along.”

They reached the end of the hall and Dr. Richter reached out to stop a soldier. The black coat looked at the scientist like he was being interrupted while jerking it.

“What’s going on?” Dr. Richter asked.

“It’s the Peruvians!” the soldier replied, a tiny plume of smoke rising from his mouth as he spoke. “They’re attacking!”

The black coat didn’t stay long before he filed back in line with the others. The group left a haze as they went.

Dr. Richter turned to Will, excited.

“Do you know what this means?”

“We’re going to get killed in the crossfire?”

“No,” the scientist retorted. “It means this is our chance to escape! Come on; we can visit the cells and bust your friends loose!”

A couple of sets of military boots clicked into the hall before Dr. Richter finished his idea. They came in so suddenly that Will was sure they’d heard everything. Neither one turned in fear of confirming their worries.

“Hold it right there!” one of the soldiers bellowed at them.

Will lifted his head, furrowing his brow in thought. There was something familiar about the voice.

He spun around slowly. Dr. Richter followed his example.

“Bawn?” Will asked, gazing at the two soldiers in their ill-fitting black uniforms.

The blue mutant’s clothes were stretched over his massive form as if they shrank in the wash. Gary was downright normal-looking, at least in comparison with the tusked behemoth. His coat was still too large for him, though; he looked like a child wearing his father’s uniform.

“Ahoy!” Bawn greeted the prisoner, grinning wide enough to show off his tusks. “The calvary is here!”
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WILL’S jaw fell as he processed the image of his two disguised friends. Dr. Richter stepped back, unsure of how to receive these strange new guests.

“Gary?” Will asked. “What are you guys doing here?”

“Busting you out, obviously!” Gary replied, glancing back down the other hallway to make sure they wouldn’t be interrupted. “If you want us to, that is.”

Will nodded emphatically. He gestured back to the commotion coming from the corridor.

“What’s going on?”

Bawn adjusted the rifle in his enormous hands, unaccustomed to its weight.

“We got into touch with the Peruvians,” he said. “Gave them the exact coordinates to this place.”

“What?!” Will asked. He was stunned by his friends’ sheer audacity.

“It was Gary’s idea,” the blue mutant explained, tossing a gloved thumb back at the disguised human. “I know—I was also skeptical at first.”

“They have Max and the captain,” Gary explained.

Will’s eyebrows lifted so high from the surprise that he was worried they’d fly off the top of his head.

“Where’s Yeep?” he asked, noting the tiny engineer’s absence.

“He’s doing his part with our new friend,” Gary replied.

“Who?”

“You’ll see,” was the response.

“We can talk later,” Bawn said, peering down the hallway again. “Right now, though, we must get out of here. Where can we find the other two?”

Will turned to Dr. Richter, silently transferring the question to him.

The scientist’s face lit up when he realized they were all staring at him.

“Oh!” he said, caught off guard. “It’s that way—not too far from your cell, Will.”

“Lead the way,” Bawn said, stepping aside so the good doctor would have room to pass.

They turned into the hall and saw a wall of Canadian soldiers at the other end, marching in their direction while exuding a plume of crack smoke like steam from a locomotive.

“Shit!” Dr. Richter exclaimed.

The four of them ducked back into the first hall in unison and pressed up against the wall. They tried their best to appear innocuous as the squad of troops passed by. The pounding of boots filled the air like fierce thunder. Will held his breath, praying to whatever god would listen that the soldiers wouldn’t turn down their passage.

Fortunately, the black coats stampeded on by, far too distracted by the coming battle and their crack pipes to notice the offworlders.

The escape party sighed in relief before slinking down the way the soldiers had come. Dr. Richter resumed his position at the front.

“This way,” the scientist directed the others, taking a right turn at the end of the corridor. “The cell blocks are in this wing.”

They ducked out of the way of another flock of black coats. The Canadians took the same turn as their comrades when the air erupted in commotion.

“They’re here!” a soldier cried. “They’re here!”

A short bout of coughing overtook the squad as they frantically smoked from their pipes. It only lasted a minute or so before the staccato of gunfire drowned it out. Yelling and shouting came from the black coats as they started to engage the enemy.

The three offworlders and the doctor turned around and watched the corner, making sure none of the soldiers fell back their way. They reversed through the corridor, following Dr. Richter while Gary and Bawn pointed their guns down the hall.

Will recognized the cell doors as they passed them. He had gone down this hall many times, but always between a pair of guards. It all looked so different now that he could roam free.

His attention returned to the guards, who stumbled backward into the hall. The four of them spun around and tried to duck out of sight, but the soldiers were far too distracted to care about a jailbreak.

One black coat staggered into the wall. Before he could regain his balance, a dark form pounced from around the corner. A blur of motion was followed by a sudden spout of blood; the ninja had sliced the soldier’s throat. The other Canadians started shooting as more ninjas leaped from the shadows. An attacker was shot down while his companions stabbed the soldiers over and over again with thin daggers. Each ninja wore a chullo on their head—it was the Peruvians.

“Don’t let them into your minds!” one of the Canadians shrieked just before he took a blade in the gut.

One soldier opened fire as he was tackled to the ground. The rounds took down one of the Peruvians and clipped another, but also killed a black coat trying to fend off a ninja of his own. The mayhem and carnage reverberated through the hallway. Will and the others could only look on with horror.

Neither the Canadian fascists nor the Peruvian ninjas took notice of them, focusing all of their attention on the skirmish. They pushed farther into the hallway as the thundering sound of reinforcements bounced off the walls.

“Hey,” Gary whispered to Will as the horrific scene played out before them. “This is really cool.”

“Okay,” Will replied.

Another squadron of black coats converged on the intersection, opening fire on the ninjas. Black blurs darted between them as the two sides engaged each other.

“There’s no time to lose!” Dr. Richter reminded the offworlders.

His words snapped the others back to reality and set them into motion. They were crowding together outside Maxine and Stryke’s cells before long.

“How do we get them out?” Bawn asked, tugging at the door handle.

“I set the wing’s power on a timer,” Dr. Richter explained. “I was going to use it as a distraction, but this works even better. Give it just one moment.”

He looked down at his watch.

“Should be opening right…now!”

Every cell door in the hallway popped open as if part of a magic show. The metal hinges creaked, filling the air with cries for lubrication.

Stryke’s eyes were wide when he spotted his friends outside the door. His skin was pale—the captain was startled by the sudden freedom.

“Will? Bawn?” he asked, furrowing his brow. “What’s going on?”

“Stryke?” a voice came from the next room.

Maxine emerged, rubbing recent sleep out of her eyes. She perked up when she saw the captain safe in his cell.

Stryke rose to his feet.

“I had no idea you were next door,” he said. His voice was feeble and dry. Like Will, he hadn’t had much opportunity to use it in the last few days.

He looked up at Dr. Richter.

“Who’s this guy?”

“There is not much time,” Bawn said.

Will put a hand on the captain’s shoulder.

“Look, Stryke, we’ve got to go! We gotta get to the ship and get the hell outta here!”

“No!” Dr. Richter cried. “We can’t leave yet! We have to get Shelly!”

“Shelly?” Maxine asked. An expression of realization washed over her. “Oh, right! Shelly.”

“Well, where is she?” inquired Bawn.

Dr. Richter looked down each side of the hallway, disoriented. His confusion evaporated.

“It’s this way, past the cells. There’s an elevator.”

The Oddstar crew didn’t need a prompt to start moving. The sounds of combat drew closer and closer.

One of the Canadians shot a confused look their way before being cut down by a Peruvian knife. The sight shook Will to the core.

He pushed the others to go faster.

“There!” the scientist called out as they arrived at a set of two silver elevator doors. He did not pause before pressing the call button.

The six of them looked all around with nervous eyes, waiting for the lift to arrive. Once the doors slid open with a soft whoosh, they crammed into the thing like a clown car.

The five human-sized people were crushed against the walls as Bawn stood in the middle, trying desperately to suck in his massive form.

“Sorry,” he wheezed, hunched over.

No one said anything as Dr. Richter punched in the floor number and the elevator door closed. Groans filled the tiny compartment as they were forced together even tighter.

The ride down was painfully slow. Will started to wonder if someone was fucking with them, setting the elevator’s speed to a comically low value. He felt like an old folk’s stairlift would beat them in a race downstairs.

All six of them piled out as the doors slid open, exhaling. They took a moment to recover before pressing on.

They found themselves in another corridor like the one that housed their cells, but with dark tiles instead of the off-color of the upper floors. It was impossible to tell that they were any deeper underground.

Will’s heart sank as they passed one of the cell doors. It held a bulletproof window at eye level, allowing the Earthling to see half a dozen children playing in a sort of nursery. Colorful rugs and kids’ drawings lined the walls, but the room was unmistakably a cell.

“What the hell?” he thought aloud.

“Stay focused,” Stryke said, pushing Will along.

Will hesitated for a moment, then did as he was told.

Dr. Richter led them to the end of the hall where an iron door sat in its frame like a bank vault.

“One second,” Dr. Richter said, fumbling with his coat pockets. He retrieved another keycard, this one black.

He gestured for the others to stand back before unlocking the door. The lock made a loud click when it disengaged and the door swung open without so much as a creak.

Will expected the same stark white walls that enveloped the cells upstairs or even the bleak furnishing of another nursery. The chamber seemed like a perfectly normal bedroom, though. A vanity mirror sat in one corner of the room, a pile of indistinguishable clothes strewn upon the chair. A big wooden trunk—large enough to fit Yeep—sat at the end of a twin bed. The wooden headboard was shaped like an enormous heart. A young blonde woman sat upon the bed, looking with startled eyes toward the open door.

“Dr. Richter?” she asked, recognizing the bearded scientist.

She brushed some of the long hair out of her face and Will noticed her yellow irises. They were an unnatural hue—almost pale. The Earthling assumed she was blind until she made eye contact with him and cocked her head.

“What’s going on?”

“It’s okay, Shelly,” Dr. Richter said, trying his best to act as if there wasn’t a battle raging above them. “We’re here to take you home.”
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THE blonde woman furrowed her brow. Her eyes grew slightly green and more saturated as she did, like an unripened banana.

Will blinked, certain he had imagined the transition.

“Home?” she asked. “What do you mean, Dr. Richter? This is home.”

“No, Shelly, it’s not,” the good doctor replied. “This place is a prison. It doesn’t have to be, though. Not any longer.”

Shelly shook her head.

“I don’t understand,” she said.

“It’s not safe for you here,” said Dr. Richter.

“What’s happening?”

The woman looked at the strangers who loitered without introduction by the doorway.

“Peru is attacking,” Dr. Richter answered. “They found the facility and they’ll kill us all if we don’t get out of here.”

“Peruvian bastards!” Shelly spat. A red tint grew in her eyes. “They’ll fail. This is the safest place in the whole world.”

“Against Peru—at one point—yes,” the scientist countered. “But it’s not Peru you have to worry about once the dust settles. It’s Canada. It’s the fascists.”

“But I’m Canadian,” she said. “We’re the good guys!”

“You’re not like them, Shelly. They aren’t the good guys. They’ve been holding you against your will! Don’t you see that? They kill people just for getting in their way.”

“For the greater good, though,” Shelly argued, a little unsure of herself. “Our leaders always do the right thing.”

“No, no they don’t.” Dr. Richter started to grow agitated, stretching his neck as he spoke. “Shelly, they’re wicked. They have worked hard to convince you they’re not.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“I’ll prove it,” the scientist said. “We have to get you out of here first, though.”

Captain Stryke stepped forward.

“Come with us, miss,” he said. “This is our only chance to escape.”

“Who are you?” she asked.

She played with the hem of her blue day dress. The red drained out from her irises.

“These are friends, Shelly,” Dr. Richter started. “They were prisoners here, too. They have a ship that can take us all far away from here. You’ll be free; you can leave your room whenever you want.”

The woman’s face lit up.

“I could go outside?” she asked.

Dr. Richter nodded.

“You can do whatever you want,” he reassured her.

“Okay,” Shelly replied, a wide smile growing on her face. The green in her eyes overtook the yellow. “I know you’re telling the truth. I don’t feel any hate from these people, not like I do from the men in the black coats. Give me just one minute to pack!”

“We don’t really have much time,” Maxine said, peeking out into the hallway. “The elevator went back upstairs.”

“Shelly,” Dr. Richter pleaded. “Please—we have to go.”

She stared at him for a moment, a tad offended by his haste. The indignation washed away and was replaced with disappointment.

“Okay,” she said.

“Are we clear?” Stryke asked Maxine and Bawn.

“For now,” the space marine replied.

“Let’s go!”

The seven of them piled back into the corridor like ants emerging from their burrow and made their way to the elevator. Before they passed the nursery, the lift returned to their floor with a slight ding. The doors opened after a brief pause, revealing a group of four soldiers inside.

Both parties were caught by surprise. The black coats fumbled with their rifles, but managed to lift them before Bawn or Gary had theirs ready.

“Stop right there!” one of the soldiers barked. “Where do you think you’re going?”

“Just taking this asset to safety!” Dr. Richter shouted back, gesturing to Shelly. “It’s policy during an attack.”

“Hey, wait,” one of the other black coats interjected, his eyes bloodshot from all the crack he had been smoking. He pointed a trembling finger at Bawn. “That guy’s not a master-race Canadian!”

“Impostors!” the first soldier cried.

“Oh yes?” Bawn called back, stepping to the front with his rifle at his hip. “I shall show you ‘master-race’!”

He opened fire with a roar. The gun jerked with each shot as the bullets ripped down the hall. The Canadians returned fire and the rest of the escape party ducked, trying desperately to dive out of the way.

One of the soldiers dropped as a couple of rounds ripped through his uniform. The others filed to either side of the corridor.

Bawn refused to let up while Gary got his rifle under control and joined the furious mutant’s rampage. The dual-stream of machine gun fire was too much; the Canadians stopped shooting and ducked into whatever cell was closest.

“Come on,” Bawn growled, reloading his weapon with a magazine from his coat. “We will cut through them.”

Will struggled to get his muscles to cooperate, but once they did, he crouched and slunk down the hall with the others as Bawn and Gary continued to suppress the Canadians. The Earthling felt his heart leap into his throat when they passed the cells containing enemy soldiers, but they walked by without incident. Will couldn’t blame the troops; he’d be shitting his pants instead of charging into the onslaught if their roles were reversed.

“Get in!” Stryke hollered over the gunfire, holding the elevator doors open while those without weapons crammed in.

Bawn and Gary covered their retreat, lifting their guns as the silver doors slid shut.
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IF Will thought the ride down in the elevator had been uncomfortable, the return trip was unbearable. He was afraid they were all going to suffocate as if they were in a communal coffin together. Will was smashed up against the walls of the lift like everyone else. He couldn’t feel his legs, but his balls gave him some trouble. He took in a few deep gasps of relief once the doors opened up again.

As they all took a moment to catch their breath, they became aware of the carnage around them. Dead black coats lay strewn across the floor, some slumped up against blood-stained walls, others lying face-down in crimson pools.

Shelly gasped in horror. The others grimaced. The color rushed out of Dr. Richter’s face as he observed the corpses, each belonging to a fellow countryman he betrayed.

Peruvian ninjas lay dead among the black coats, bleeding from countless bullet wounds. One groaned for a minute, then fell silent before anyone could figure out which broken form it came from.

“Dear God,” Dr. Richter said, swallowing hard. “Are they all dead?”

“This one’s not!” Gary replied excitedly, resting his fingers on a soldier’s neck. “Oh, wait, now he is.”

The sounds of gunfire and shouting came muffled from over their heads. A loud whomp shook the dust off the ceiling. The seven of them ducked, unsure if a hole was about to rip open above them. When they were sure the ceiling would hold strong, they rose to their feet.

“Sounds pretty intense,” Maxine observed, following the commotion with her eyes. “Someone’s brought in artillery.”

“If they’re just upstairs, that means they’re between us and the path out of here,” Dr. Richter explained, frowning.

“There’s no other way?” Stryke asked.

The scientist shook his head, his hair falling into his face.

Stryke pursed his lips, took a deep breath, and said, “Then lead on.”

They moved slowly through the hall, stopping to analyze every sound that seemed to come from behind. After a few winds up an ascending spiral, they came to a massive ramp that led up to the surface and out a small tunnel. The violent cacophony became clear and loud enough to leave a ringing in their ears as soon as they rounded the corner. Will and Shelly tried to block it out with their hands as they pushed up the ramp, slow and alert.

The fighting was centered around the facility’s entrance, where platoons of black coats fired relentlessly into lines of tan uniforms, who held the higher ground and returned the volley. The escapees kept close to the walls, hoping to all that was good in the multiverse that they’d avoid catching a stray round.

“How the hell are we going to get past them?” Will whispered. He couldn’t peel his eyes away from the violence ahead. “Even if we manage to make it out, what then? How do we get to the ship and how do we make it fly again?”

“Do not worry, my friend,” Bawn said, resting an enormous blue hand on Will’s shoulders. “Yeep has it all taken care of.”

“Yeah,” Gary added, pulling on Dr. Richter’s arm and looking at his watch. “He should be here any minute.”

The Canadian scientist shook out of Gary’s grip and cast him an offended glare. The sounds of explosions and gunfire were diminished by a ferocious roar before he could say anything. It was unlike any sound Will had ever heard in his life.

“Ah!” Gary said, pointing up to where the noise came from. “There he is!”

Will followed Gary’s finger in time to see an enormous dinosaur burst through the line of startled combatants. Canadians and Peruvians alike looked up at the beast in terror, screaming and scattering. As the Tyrannosaurus Rex bent down and picked up a black coat in its jaws, Will noticed its metal teeth and a red laser emitter where one of its eyes should be. It was difficult to get a better look as the behemoth tore through pockets of soldiers, who tried futilely to shoot the T-Rex down. Will could swear the monster flailed a pair of metallic arms, which was confirmed when the dinosaur’s claws slid back and bullets exploded out of them at the rate of a Gatling gun. One Peruvian tried to stab the T-Rex in the leg only to get vaporized by a beam of deadly energy from the lizard’s mechanical eye.

“Is—Is that a cyborg dinosaur?” Will asked.

“You’re god damn right it is,” Gary replied.

“Eeeee!” Yeep squealed with joy as the T-Rex bucked beneath him.

He cackled with glee as the beast swallowed soldiers, ignoring the blood that splattered him after each horrific chomp. He yipped to get the T-Rex’s attention, pointing out other soldiers who then met a swift, gruesome end. The tiny mutant fired down at the troops with a high-powered rifle. A trail of smoke followed each round that struck down from on high like a bolt of lightning.

The soldiers started to come to terms with what was happening and redirected their aim on the little leather man riding the cybernetic killing machine. Yeep ducked out of the bullets path with a yelp. The T-Rex spun around and swiped the attackers into the wall with its muscular tail.

“Come on,” Bawn urged the others, who all stood in stunned silence as the glorious battle played out before them.

“Our escort has arrived!” Gary cried.

“Where the hell did that thing come from?” asked Will, incredulous.

“He hitchhiked with us when we made the jump here,” Gary tried to explain. “The Canadians were dicks to him too, so he’s helping us.”

“Helping us? Why?”

“He’s much smarter than your garden-variety dinosaur,” Gary answered. “Don’t worry—he’s a cool guy!”

Yeep rode the T-Rex down the ramp, stomping and disintegrating anyone who tried to stop them. Everyone but Bawn and Gary jumped when the dinosaur roared. Most of the troops tried to retreat as the beast approached.

The tiny mutant hollered at them.

“He is saying to follow him out!” Bawn translated. “We have to fight our way to the ship!”

“The ship?” Stryke asked. “Isn’t the ship broken?”

“Nothing stays broken long with the little guy around,” Gary said, pointing up at Yeep as the diminutive fellow sniped another Canadian.

“He just has to do some last-minute work when we get there,” Bawn explained. “We should be able to hold them off.”

Will was dubious—how long could they fend off two armies? Even with the T-Rex, they would be overwhelmed eventually.

“Alright,” Maxine said, picking a weapon up from beside a pile of ash that used to be a Peruvian soldier. She tossed it to Stryke and found a similar gun on a crumpled corpse. She made sure it was loaded and took the safety off. “Let’s do this.”

The T-Rex spun around with a deafening shriek and continued its onslaught back up the ramp.

The armies started fighting each other once again, hoping the giant lizard would go into the facility and become someone else’s problem. When they saw it stomping back up to them, though, they stopped and focused on the escapees.

Will and the others took cover behind the dinosaur, taking care to avoid being crushed by a stray step. Bullets bounced off the terrible lizard’s thick hide—some sparked as they dinged off its biomechanical components.

Maxine and Bawn popped off a burst of rounds whenever an enemy got past the T-Rex while Gary shot between the beast’s legs at the soldiers ahead. Will, Shelly, and Dr. Richter kept to the center, trembling along every meter they moved.

Will couldn’t tell how far they had gone or how much longer the ramp was, but they were trudging through the thick snow outside before he knew it. Crisp forest air filled his lungs.

“The ship’s in a hanger this way!” Gary shouted, breaking from the group to lead them away from the tunnel.

He shot down a pair of approaching black coats who rushed towards the forest’s edge. A short, wide building made its home in a small clearing among the pine trees. Sunlight glinted off a patch of orange metal.

Dozens of Canadian soldiers surrounded the building, opening fire once the Oddstar crew was within range. The T-Rex roared before cutting three of the black coats in half with a short sweep of its laser beam.

The others engaged the troops who took cover behind thick banks of snow and heaps of sandbags. The T-Rex tore through them as the escapees fought their way to the hanger doors.

“Jeega woo woo, shoo tonn hah!” Yeep babbled, then climbed down from the dinosaur’s back.

He stumbled and was swallowed up by the sea of white below. Bawn reached down and hoisted the little guy back up, pushing him towards the hanger.

“Go on!” the blue mutant shouted. “We will buy you some time!”

The leather-clad dwarf went right to work, fetching a blowtorch-like tool and sparking it up.

“Here,” Stryke said, handing Will one of the Canadian rifles. “Make your shots count.”

Will looked down at the weapon like it was a slimy earthworm. A bullet whizzed by his head—suddenly the gun didn’t seem so unappealing.

He propped it up against his shoulder, aimed at a black coat in a gas mask, and dropped his target with a simple squeeze of the trigger. There wasn’t time to reflect on his actions as more soldiers swarmed the area.

Bawn followed Yeep inside the hanger and fought off a few enemies within. The others held their ground just outside the doors. The gunfire filled the air, occasionally drowned out by the dinosaur’s roar or the whine of its lasers.

There was no way to tell how much time passed. With Will’s adrenaline as high as it was, he could have been crouched against the wall for hours, taking potshots at anyone who moved toward him.

He was snatched out of his trance when the Oddstar whirred to life. The lights filled the hanger as the twin engines—now patched together with a few sheets of scrap metal—spun up. The cargo ramp lowered in a cloud of steam while the fighting continued outside.

Yeep popped out of the opening.

“Ree gah naw! Gee nah!” he urged.

“We gotta go!” Stryke shouted.

Will looked down the slope into the snowy woods. Not only was the hill crawling with black coats, but tan ones marched towards them as well. Canada and Peru were working together to stop them.

“Shelly!” Dr. Richter cried, pushing the blonde woman towards the ship. “Hurry!”

Shelly, confused and terrified, bolted for the ramp and climbed aboard. The others fell in just behind, covering their rear. Will stepped aboard the ship and turned to watch Bawn and Stryke fire at a handful of oncoming Peruvians. The soldiers were suddenly ripped apart by a fusillade of bullets from behind. The cyborg T-Rex gazed over the bodies from outside the hanger.

“Thank you, friend!” Bawn hollered to the enormous lizard.

The T-Rex closed its one good eye and made a sort of bow. The moment didn’t last long; more soldiers approached the hanger and the dinosaur pivoted on its tree-trunk legs to meet them in combat.

Bawn and Stryke climbed onto the ramp. Dr. Richter cowered, pinned down behind a tool chest. The crewmates opened fire on the scientist’s attackers, buying him a small window to flee.

“Come on!” Stryke shouted. “Run!”

Dr. Richter drew a deep breath. He leaped up and sprinted for the ramp.

Yeep started the closing procedure and the ramp began to lift as the doctor dashed up it. Dr. Richter jumped clear with one massive spring as something glinted through the air and struck him between the shoulder blades.

He fell inside as the door finished closing.
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THE crew’s cheers were cut short when Dr. Richter started to writhe. He rolled to his side and everyone could see a throwing star sticking out of his back. It must have punctured a lung, because when the doctor appeared to scream in pain, all that came out was a dry wheeze.

“Oh, no,” Maxine gasped.

Shelly shrieked. Her eyes went from grassy green to royal blue and filled with tears.

“Dr. Richter!”

The doctor reached towards her, his face contorted in pain and discomfort. He tried desperately to speak but nothing came out. Tears filled his eyes, dribbling down the side of his face as he trembled.

He turned to the others, begging for help with an outstretched arm. The helplessness in his eyes was haunting. Will looked away.

“Quick!” Stryke called out. “Let’s get him to the autodoc!”

“There is no point,” Bawn replied, inspecting the doctor’s injury with a solemn expression. “He is mortally wounded.”

“But we can—”

Maxine interrupted the captain with a gentle hand on his shoulder. He looked like he didn’t understand for a second, then his face filled with sad anger.

Will felt pathetic as he watched Dr. Richter plead with his eyes. After a moment or two, the scientist’s face fell into an expression of realization. Crying soundlessly, he turned to Shelly, who sat breathing rapidly beside him.

He took her hand and she lifted it to cry onto. She met Dr. Richter’s eyes, though Will doubted she could see much through her tears.

Dr. Richter mouthed, “You are special.”

He let out one long exhale, then stopped breathing.

“No!” Shelly shrieked, shaking the hand in her grip as if trying to wake the doctor. “Dr. Richter, no!”

No one said a word as the young woman wailed. Stryke and Gary gazed timidly at the floor while Maxine and Bawn watched Shelly with sorrowful gazes. Will wanted nothing more than to stop existing in that moment, to become merely part of the cargo bay wall.

He felt the ship lift and move forward. He reached out and steadied himself against a crate.

Shelly wept over the dead man.




* * *




Yeep put them into a steady orbit, where they coasted for a good hour without saying anything. Shelly went straight to one of the free rooms and asked to be left alone. No one felt like talking, anyway. To say the mood was macabre would be putting it mildly.

After a couple of hours of near silence, with the exception of a few readouts and status updates, the door to the corridor opened up.

Shelly walked through, gazing at the others with tear-stained eyes. Everyone waited for her to speak, giving her their full attention.

“I don’t know you people,” she started, looking between each face, “but Dr. Richter trusted you. I’m not sure I should even be here—that place is the only home I know. Still, I don’t feel any bad coming from any of you—just good.”

“We’re sorry about Richter,” Maxine offered.

“That’s what I wanted to ask you all about,” Shelly said. “He deserves a funeral. I just—I don’t know how to do that up here. Not on my own. Will you help me?”

“Of course,” Stryke replied.




* * *




Giving someone a funeral in a starship was tricky work. Yeep suggested incinerating Dr. Richter’s body, but everyone else balked at the idea of using blasters to get the job done—not to mention the dangers an open fire posed. Gary suggested freezing the corpse “in case we need it later,” but no one even acknowledged he had spoken.

Then the obvious answer hit them: a space burial.

Shelly looked away as Maxine and Bawn dumped the body in the ship’s ejection tube. The crew gathered around the polymer cylinder and looked mournfully at Dr. Richter’s lifeless form. His skin had already turned pale, making his blond mane stand out even more.

Shelly sobbed, covering her mouth but keeping her deep blue eyes locked on the only friend she had ever known. 

“Does anyone want to say anything?” she asked with a sniffle.

A ripple of uncomfortable shuffling ran through the crew. Will avoided eye contact, hoping someone else would speak first. To his great relief, Bawn did.

“This man had a strong spirit,” the blue mutant started. “He had the heart of a warrior. It is no simple thing, turning against one’s own people. He is the very definition of honor.”

Yeep said something, which Bawn was too emotional to translate.

“He’s a hero,” Will said simply.

“He was the bravest person I ever knew,” Shelly said, pushing through the tears. “There’s no way to say how much I will miss him.”

No one spoke for a while.

Stryke sighed, then made eye contact with the empath.

“Ready?” he asked.

She swallowed hard, then nodded.

Stryke pressed one of the controls on the ejection tube. The iris at the top opened up, exposing the inside to outer space. All of the air in the tube was sucked out in an instant.

The vacuum started to pull on the doctor’s corpse when an error tone sounded and the porthole stopped opening. The suction was still strong enough to pull the body up, only for it to get lodged in the half-open iris. Dr. Richter’s dead legs flailed around and banged against the tube as the vacuum of space tried to force him out.

“Oh, God!” Shelly wailed.

“Shit!” Stryke muttered, fumbling around with the controls. He punched in a sequence, but only got the error tone in response.

Will cringed as he watched the corpse thrash about. Will had no doubt bones were shattering with the speed and force Dr. Richter’s body beat itself against the walls.

“Make it stop!” Shelly cried, grabbing Stryke by the jacket.

“I’m trying!” the captain replied in defense.

Then, a successful tone.

“There!”

The rest of the iris opened up, shooting the cadaver out into space with a soft whoosh.

Shelly sobbed inconsolably into her arms, falling to her bottom and pressing herself against the tube.

Stryke blushed with embarrassment. He tried to play it cool, though, and saluted the open porthole at the top of the ejection chamber.

He cleared his throat.

“Like you said, he will be missed,” the captain said.

The others watched Shelly break down in silence.











PART V - WHICH WHERE
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WILL marveled at the stars. It seemed peculiar to him how they hung in the darkness, entirely still. It was like each was painted onto a backdrop and the Oddstar was motionless, suspended by a network of unseen wires.

It was taking much longer than usual for the ARD to charge. The general vibe aboard the ship was depressed and frustrated.

Captain Stryke, in particular, found it hard to be patient. He paced the bridge while the others kept an eye on their readings. Enough time dragged by that Stryke felt the need to make sure the computer wasn’t giving him the silent treatment. He grew paranoid that the ARD might already be charged but they somehow missed a notification. He was wrong, however—the ARD still needed more time to power up.

Shelly was quiet; she had been quiet since the funeral. She didn’t say a word when she got a tour of the ship, or when she underwent her onboarding physical. She had just returned to her room and shut the door, and that was the last anyone had seen of her.

No one on the bridge was much more cheerful. Watching a friend be ejected into space was a real bummer, regardless of how briefly they knew him. They were only able to keep up innocuous conversations as they waited for the ARD to charge.

There was a sense of relief among the despair, however. They had finally completed the roster; they had everyone on their team they had been sent to fetch. Now the game could begin—supposedly.

So why was nothing happening? What were they supposed to do next?

Stryke paced some more. Will was exhausted just watching him. The others shifted around anxiously, waiting for the captain to say something.

Maxine eventually dared to break the silence.

“What now?” she asked, clearing her throat.

“Now?” Stryke asked, forgetting for a moment that there was anyone else on the bridge. “I’m not sure. I guess we need the old man to tell us what to do.”

“The Game Master?” Will clarified. “Where is he, then?”

As if waiting for his cue, the Game Master appeared on the Oddstar bridge.

“Did someone call for me?” he said, lifting his cane in both hands like he was about to put it on the ritz.

“Hell yeah we did!” Gary cheered, kicking his feet up onto the control console in front of him.

“You!” Stryke called. “You sure took your sweet time, didn’t you?”

“Time,” the Game Master started, chuckling. “I’ve never cared for it, much. Anyway—I suppose some congratulations are in order!”

The old man snapped his fingers and a sudden burst of confetti and fanfare erupted from out of nowhere. The crew jumped back in alarm. A bright shower of gold sparks followed the confetti, then it all vanished like it was never there.

“Your team might be the most interesting assembly I’ve ever seen!” the Game Master continued. “In record time, too! Believe it or not, but most people have a hard time with the recruitment process.”

“You don’t say,” Will commented.

The door slid open, cutting off the Game Master before he could continue. Shelly stood in the entrance, rubbing the remnants of a nap out of her eyes and wearing a confused expression. Her eyes grew yellow as she spotted the eccentric old man leaning on his cane in the middle of the bridge.

“Oh! Hello,” she said, locking eyes with the Game Master.

“Hello again, my dear,” the Game Master greeted her. “Broke out of your cage, I see.”

“Why did you leave?” she asked, ignoring his observation. “When you visited me—why didn’t you take me with you? If I was in a bad place—” she looked over at Will who nodded in agreement, “—if I was being kept by bad people, why did you let me stay?”

“All part of the game, Miss Ainkle,” answered the old man. “I knew you wouldn’t be there for long. I do my homework before I recruit a team, you know. There was never a doubt in my mind that you would be in good hands.”

Will cocked an eyebrow. Did he just compliment them?

“Well, we filled your roster,” Stryke said with an air of impatience. “What now? How do we start the game so we can get this over with?”

“Easy there, cool guy,” the Game Master said, waving the captain down with a bony hand. “There’s still one last test before you can play. It’s rather important; the fate of the multiverse is at stake, after all.”

Will, Stryke, and Maxine groaned aloud while the others frowned.

“Another test?” Stryke asked, a glimmer of hesitation in his eye. “You said this was all we had to do before the game started.”

“I said no such thing,” replied the Game Master. “I am rather careful with my words.”

“What kind of test?” Shelly inquired, curious.

The old man pivoted toward her, slouching over the donkey-head handle of his cane.

“It might be the most challenging test yet,” he started to answer. “You might not understand—it may seem cruel to you, but I need you to trust me. It’s designed to test your character—your mettle. If you cannot pass, you will never succeed. After this, the game begins. I pinky swear.”

“Well, spit it out,” Stryke urged, the blood draining from his face. “What’s the test?”

“Oh…you know.”

The lights that constituted the Game Master’s eyes grew brighter, more intense.

A look of horrible realization washed over the captain.

“No,” he whispered.

“Yes.”

“You can’t be serious,” Stryke pleaded. “Please.”

The old man chuckled, almost as an awkward reflex. Will felt a sense of dread take over him. He didn’t know why.

“One of you must sacrifice your life, or everyone here will die,” the Game Master said. He drew in a deep breath despite having no need for oxygen. “You have one hour.”

The old man snapped his fingers and disappeared before anyone could speak or gasp or yell.
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A full minute passed as the Oddstar crew processed the Game Master’s words. They glanced between each other, regarding their friends with uncertainty.

“What kind of sick test is this?” Maxine asked, breaking the silence.

“I don’t like this game,” Shelly said. “I don’t want to play anymore.”

Will shook his head, deep in thought.

“It doesn’t make sense,” he commented. “What’s the point?”

“He’s toying with us,” Stryke answered. “We’re not equals in his eyes. To him, we’re just a bunch of playthings.”

“Perhaps the test is a test itself!” Gary suggested. “He wants to see if we’re willing to kill off anyone in the Best Friends Club. Too bad ohana means no one gets left behind!”

“What?” asked Maxine.

While they discussed the unpleasant task before them, a sudden realization came to Will. He cast a sharp glance at Stryke.

“If you’ve played Which Where before, then you knew this was coming,” he said. “The Game Master implied as much.”

The others stopped talking when they heard the accusation. They aimed suspicious eyes at the captain, who frowned under the sudden attention.

“You had to have done this last time,” Will continued, refusing to blink. “This was no surprise. You knew the whole time.”

Captain Stryke closed his eyes and inhaled through his nose like he was about to start a long meditation.

No one else spoke.

“Yes,” Stryke replied. “I knew.”

Will clenched his jaw. Maxine gaped at the captain. Bawn turned away in shocked disgust.

“Why?” Will asked, almost too angry to articulate his words. “Why didn’t you tell us, goddammit?”

“Because,” Stryke started, his confidence lower than Will had ever seen it, “I didn’t know how.”

“How about with your fucking mouth?” Will offered. “Maybe type a fucking memo, scratch it into the bathroom mirror—something!”

“I wasn’t even sure we’d make it this far!” Stryke tried to defend himself. “Recruitment is a delicate process, trust me. I didn’t wanna scare anyone off before they could join the crew. I have to start the game. I need that wish.”

“Gods, man,” Bawn admonished the former smuggler. “Did you ever plan to tell us?”

“Of course,” Stryke replied. “I just never found the right time.”

“Well, now we know,” Shelly said. There was a bit of red in her eye—it looked like her iris was hemorrhaging. “He’s definitely sorry.”

“I’m not sure I could have done it,” Maxine said. “I don’t think I would have been able to tell you all if it were me.”

“Geegah. Joo ga wee hah. Dooga weeg,” Yeep yipped, growling between sentences.

Bawn sighed.

“I suppose so,” he replied, looking down at the leather-clad fellow with admiration.

Will wasn’t so easily convinced. Still, the urgency of the moment wasn’t lost on him. He squeezed his eyes shut and pinched the bridge of his nose. He had let the anger overwhelm him so much that he’d given himself a headache.

“Then what do we do?” Gary asked.

Maxine shifted her weight, then replied, “I guess we have to make a choice.”

Everyone fell silent. They looked back and forth between their new companions, begging one another to come up with a plan. No plan came, so they glanced awkwardly around without a word.

“Well then…” Stryke started, trying to break the tension and move the conversation forward, “I guess we don’t have long to decide.”

“Surely you are not considering it, are you?” Bawn asked, incredulous.

“What other choice do we have?” Maxine asked. Her voice was quiet, hardly more than a whisper.

“We can refuse!” Bawn answered. “The lunatic may call himself a Master, but he is no master of mine.”

“If we did that, we'd all die. What would be the point?” Will said.

“Principle!” the blue mutant declared. “I am no slave to fear.”

Maxine stepped forward.

“Neither am I,” she said, swallowing hard. “That’s why I volunteer to be the sacrifice.”

A gasp rippled through the crew—even Yeep uttered a shocked squeak.

“Maxine,” Stryke said, gazing into her determined brown eyes. “I can’t let you do that.”

“My mission comes first,” the space marine said, offering only a stern expression in response. “If this is the only way to move the game forward and secure our wishes, so be it. I was ordered to make sure my wish is used to save my people and I intend to fulfill my orders. That’s the job—my life in the name of duty.”

“No, Maxine,” Bawn said, stepping beside her. “I will sacrifice myself. You are all young. I am old. It seems to me a simple matter.”

Maxine didn’t balk at the mutant’s words, but she refused to step back. They met eyes, each daring the other to blink.

“I have to do whatever I can to stop the maggots,” Maxine said, narrowing her eyelids. “To stop a war.”

“And you will succeed. I know this,” Bawn replied. “I have many sins to atone for—many things from my past I cannot undo. You are good people. It does not make sense to waste such decency and talent.”

“Bawn, you have a family,” countered Will. He pictured little Nub and the kindly Lennette, standing together on their dusty ranch. “They need you to come home. This isn’t on you.”

“I’ll do it!” Gary offered. “Fuckin’ lemme at ‘em! I’ll do it right now!”

Everyone turned a confused gaze toward him. There was no distress on his face. It fell back into casual happiness like always.

“Why?” Will inquired.

His head ached from the constant brow furrowing.

“I dunno. Sounds like fun,” replied Gary.

“But, you’ll die,” Maxine explained, unsure if he understood that part.

“Oh, sure, but nothing dies forever,” Gary said. “I’m sure I’d end up somewhere interesting.”

Yeep said, “Doo geena summ.”

Bawn only responded with a huge, gentle hand on the tiny engineer’s back.

The bridge started to spin around Will. His vision blurred, his heartbeat started to dance the cha-cha. He tried to imagine being back on Earth, back in his prison cell. He tried to picture waking up suddenly to find that the last week or so was nothing but a strange dream.

He wished it were true. Even facing life in prison seemed easier than asking a friend to die for him.

Then it all became clear.

“I’ll do it,” Will said.

The words came to his lips almost as if by instinct—even he was surprised by them. He looked up at the others, allowing his emotions to take over.

“I’ll die.”
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“WILL, you don’t—”

“No, I do understand,” he interrupted. “I think, for once in my life, I finally see it. I do. I’m not going to win the game for us: you are. You’re going to get those wishes. I’m just a guy with a whole lot of bad luck, sentenced to life in prison. In a way, I was already dead when Stryke found me. My future was gone; my life is forfeit. At least let it mean something.”

Shelly opened her mouth to speak, but couldn’t find the words. Her eyes grew a deeper blue.

Stryke averted his gaze.

“Are you insane, Will?” asked Maxine, shaking her head.

“Will, I—I don’t know what to say,” Stryke stammered, running his fingers through his hair. “You don’t have to do this.”

“I know, but someone has to,” Will said. “I want it to be me. Please—we don’t have much time.”

Part of him expected them to argue—maybe he even wanted them to. No one did, though. He could see them start a million different arguments in their heads, but none could push the words out of their mouths.

Every eye was on Will. He knew that even if they weren’t happy about it, they had made their decision. They were going to let him do it.

He didn’t give them much time to debate in case his analysis was wrong.

“How do we do this?” he asked, acutely aware of how much time was passing. His line of sight crossed the weapons locker by the doorway.

Maxine followed his eyes, then turned back and shook her head.

“No—you can’t disintegrate yourself,” she said plainly.

“It would be quick,” Will countered.

“For us,” replied the trooper.

Will couldn’t argue with her; he had never been disintegrated before.

He looked past the weapons locker, into the hallway. His gaze settled on the clear tube in the middle of the corridor.

“The airlock,” he said.

The others looked at the tube, bloodless expressions of denial etched into their faces. They turned back to the failed thief. Stryke shook his head.

“No, Will. I’m not letting you do this,” he said.

Will’s heart warmed at the words. The captain didn’t want him to die—none of them did. He could see it in their faces. They were his friends.

My friends, Will thought. Now that’s something new.

He made up his mind. He bolted to the doorway with a sudden lurch and into the corridor. The others were too caught off guard to react. He opened the inner porthole to the ejection tube before any of them realized what he was doing. The others only crossed into the hallway when Will closed the tube up and locked the door.

“Will!” Shelly cried.

“What are you doing? Are you crazy?” Maxine demanded.

The group stumbled over each other as they surrounded the tube. Stryke started to punch in commands in an attempt to open the chamber up, but Will locked him out from inside. It was a simple mechanism and navigating it came naturally to him.

Like breaking into a home security system in reverse, Will thought.

Stryke cursed as the computer noted each failed intrusion.

“You have full authorization to eject,” the ship’s computer said into the tube. “Verbal confirmation required to initiate.”

“Will! Get out of there!” Stryke barked, trying desperately to override the computer.

Bawn and Maxine attempted to smash the tube open with their weapons, but the reinforced polymer absorbed each hit like it had been struck by foam. They tried throwing any furniture they could grab against the cylinder, but it was in vain.

Will’s life flashed before his eyes. He remembered his parents looking down at him, changing his diaper as he urinated on them and giggled. Will saw the girl he had a crush on in middle school offer him a carton of chocolate milk.

His early days of crime played before him like a vacation slideshow. The image of Nershberg, bleeding onto his fine carpet, zipped by. He saw the judge’s face scowling down at him as he was read his sentence. He pictured the steel bars, the cold sensation of clinging onto them with his bare hands. Every moment aboard the Oddstar, each new friend, and every locale they had traveled to drifted through his mind and reassembled themselves into a jumbled mess of memory.

He wondered about all the other Wills out there, in other realities. He knew that somewhere, a happy Will Redeker was coming home to a loving wife, free from the guilt of his crimes—free from his wrongful conviction. Just a guy living his life, unaware that another version of Will Redeker was about to eject himself into the harsh vacuum of space.

He met his friends’ eyes through the thick plastic of the tube. There was so much helplessness captured in them, so much desire to change things. Even though a wall of polymer separated them, he had never felt such a strong sense of camaraderie in his life. These people would have given their lives for him just as readily as he was about to for them, and they had only known each other for a short while.

This is it, thought Will.

He gazed at the closed iris above his head and closed his eyes. The word “go” lingered on the tip of his tongue.

“Will! Stop!” Stryke shouted through the tube wall. “You’ll kill us all!”

Will opened his eyes and looked at the captain in confusion.

“What?”

“The ejection tube! It has a crack in it—from the doctor’s funeral!” the captain explained. He almost spoke too quickly to be understood. “The seal isn’t complete! If you open the door into space, it could rupture the tube and suck us all out of the ship!”
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WILL was a little annoyed. He had been so ready to throw it all away, to shed his mortal coil. He stared out at the captain, who peered back with a look of pure terror.

It took Will a moment, but he slowly realized his sacrifice would mean nothing if everyone died anyway. In a way, if he went through with the ejection, he would be the one killing them. His heroic act would be transformed into a villainous deed in a matter of a moment.

“This is what he wants!” Stryke yelled, a bit of spittle spraying the plastic between them. “Don’t give that son of a bitch the satisfaction! This is one of his tricks—one of his games. Maybe this is the real test.”

“We don’t have much time,” Will said, defeated. “We have to do something—quick!”

“Lemme fix it,” Stryke said, touching the side of the cylinder. “Before you go off and kill yourself—lemme fix the tube first, at least.”

Will made up his mind. He couldn’t go through with it.

He nodded, unable to form any words in his dry mouth. His face felt bloodless, his skin was cold. He touched the contact on the inside of the tube and the door opened up. Will took a step out and nearly tumbled into a heap on the floor. Spots appeared in his vision; he felt like he might faint. Maxine reached out and caught him by the elbow.

“I was gonna do it,” he said, barely able to breathe. Coming face-to-face with his mortality only to back down took the wind out of his sails.

“I know, Will,” Maxine replied, making sure he could stand on his own before letting go.

“You are crazy,” commented Bawn, a fond smile wrapping itself around his tusks. “Crazy, but brave.”

“It wasn’t brave!” Shelly interjected. “It was stupid!”

Stryke slipped away while the others debated Will’s attempted sacrifice. He skipped over to the lounge, tossed his coat on one of the chairs, and retrieved a toolkit from under the kitchen counter. He returned to the corridor before anyone noticed his absence.

“Clear the way,” he said, carrying the toolkit over to the tube. He looked strange without his signature jacket, like a politician without their suit.

The rest of the crew stepped aside, giving the captain the room he needed to get to the ejection tube and through its side opening.

The dots were starting to fade from Will’s vision as he watched Stryke pull out a tool he didn’t recognize and point it at the chamber’s polymer wall. The device emitted a dim blue light and relayed some sort of data to its little screen, which Stryke stared down at.

Will finally managed to catch his breath and slow his beating heart in time to see the captain reach forward and hit the contact. The door to the ejection tube sealed itself with a hiss.

The others furrowed their brows in confusion. They thought it was an accident at first—then the truth hit them.

Maxine leaped forward, pressing against the clear plastic. Bawn tried to grab at the opening, but it became seamless when it closed and there was nothing to grip onto. Shelly gasped while Yeep squealed. Will’s face fell and his breathing stopped again.

“What are you doing, Stryke?” he demanded.

Captain Stryke turned to face his crew, dropping the facade and letting the tool fall to the floor. His expression was more serious than Will had ever seen it. He’d never noticed how much humor and warmth was in the smuggler’s face until he was drained of both.

“Billyn!” Maxine cried, trying to break through the tube with her shoulder.

“Stop!” Stryke shouted, his voice muffled through the thick barrier. “I’m doing what has to be done.”

“There was no crack,” Will realized.

Stryke’s expression said it all.

“No,” replied Stryke, his voice tired but calm. “There was no crack.”

“Why are you doing this?” Maxine asked. Her eyes welled with tears, which gathered until they spilled out onto her cheeks.

“I couldn’t let the kid throw his life away,” the captain said, a gentle smirk forming as he glanced at Will.

He reached out and touched the wall where Maxine’s hand pressed against the other side. He looked out at the rest of his crew. They returned his gaze with helpless eyes.

“We cannot allow you to throw your life away, either!” Bawn argued.

Yeep jabbered, to which the blue mutant added, “Exactly!”

Stryke said, “Guys, it’s okay.” There was a softness to him like he was overcome with a sense of joy and serenity. “Will was convicted of a crime he didn’t commit. He made mistakes, sure, but he’s an innocent man, all in all. Myself, though—there are things I can’t undo. Things I did in the name of freedom, for what I thought was right.”

“Stryke, no,” Will replied. He was at a total loss. “I—we—can’t lose you. We need you.”

Stryke laughed.

“You guys will do just fine without me. I know so. I believe in you,” he said.

The captain looked up at the metal iris, the only thing separating him from outer space. He took a deep breath and swallowed hard.

“There’s just one thing I need you to do for me.”

No one moved. They were paralyzed by the heaviness of it all.

“What?” Maxine asked.

“If—when you win, I want you to make my wish for me,” he replied, shifting his gaze over to the distraught space marine.

“What wish?” Will asked.

He felt a tear trickle down his cheek.

“It’s simple,” the captain answered. “I wish I had never left them.”

He drew in a long inhale like he smelled the blooming flowers of spring for the first time in his life. Maxine pressed both of her hands against the plastic while everyone watched.

Stryke crossed his arms in front of his chest.

“Wait!” Will yelled. “What if we don’t win? What if we fail?”

Stryke chuckled, his face overtaken by a serene smile.

“You’ll win. I have faith.”

The captain closed his eyes.

“Computer,” he said, “do the thing.”

The iris opened up with a loud whoosh and every molecule within the ejection tube was vented into the vacuum of space.

“No!” Maxine shrieked, falling to her knees.

Will felt his heart freeze into ice. He stared out of the open hole at the top of the ejection tube, eyes wide and unblinking.
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THE frozen corpse of Captain Billyn Stryke floated in space, drifting away from the Oddstar.

Maxine wailed and Will sobbed; aside from that, there was no sound. Shelly cried noiselessly, affected further by the despair radiating off the others. Bawn stared up at the open porthole with his mouth open in disbelief. Yeep made low cooing sounds, like a squirrel in mourning. Gary cast nervous glances all around as if the captain might jump out from one of the lockers and yell, “Gotcha!”

A look of realization crossed Gary’s face.

“Aw, shit!” he cried. “Our tools!”

The others scowled at him and he redirected his attention to his shoelaces.

Stryke did not reappear, of course.

The Game Master, however, did.

Maxine was on her feet before the old man fully materialized. She roared with pure venom in her eyes and charged the Game Master. When she should have tackled the mysterious man’s feeble form to the floor, she passed through him like he was nothing more than a plume of smoke.

“Well, that’s no way to say hello,” the old man said, frowning at the trooper’s huddled form.

Maxine breathed heavily into the floor. She didn’t get back up right away.

“Go to hell,” Will spat at the Game Master.

“Oh, I’ve been, my dear lad,” replied the god-like entity, his glowing eye sockets ebbing with his volume.

Bawn squared his shoulders.

“Yoo beega!” Yeep said and threw a wrench, which turned into a large caterpillar the instant it touched the omnipotent old man. It crawled away after plopping onto the floor.

“Now, now, I know you’re mad, but this is no way to behave!” the Game Master bellowed.

“Bring him back!” Maxine shrieked, turning a tear-stained face back up at the old man.

He cast a look of pity down at her.

“That I cannot do, soldier,” he explained. “There is only one you—only one Captain Stryke. In the stranger parts of your journeys, in other timelines, it’s possible to encounter someone who looks just like you. Someone with the same name, the same face—even the same DNA. Don’t be fooled. They are their own person, wholly separate from yourself. I cannot bring back the captain you all knew. He is gone forever. Even if I could summon him back, he’d only be a crude copy. And then I’d have to steal him from his own reality; his home.”

“Why?” asked Will.

“ ‘Why’ what?” the Game Master said.

“Why did you make him sacrifice himself?” the former thief asked, his voice growing stronger with every word. “Why are you doing any of this?”

He could no longer contain his emotions. Tears still streamed down his cheeks, yet his expression was locked in malcontent. A storm brewed inside him as he imagined ejecting himself before Stryke had the chance to trick him. His moment to sacrifice himself for the greater good was stolen from him, and now the bravest, most knowledgeable member of their team was dead.

It should have been me, thought Will.

The Game Master scanned the six faces before him. His brow fell into confusion as he met every angry set of eyes, each clenched jaw.

“I told you you wouldn’t understand,” he said. “It was crucial to see how you would react to a lose-lose situation, and you performed marvelously. Trust me—if I could have done it another way, I would have. But don’t despair! You should be happy! You’re the first team to move onto the actual game this time around! Together, you six have a better chance than anyone in the multiverse to find my Relic. You have the best shot of winning Which Where.”

“Who cares about the goddamn game?” Maxine asked. Her voice was distorted by grief, barely intelligible.

“Well, you should. Everything in existence is at stake if you don’t. Besides, if you win the wish, why not simply ask for your version of Captain Stryke back?” the Game Master suggested.

Maxine didn’t understand.

“You just said you can’t do that,” she pointed out, wiping her nose on the sleeve of her uniform.

“Oh, no, I can’t; certainly not,” the old man replied. “Wishes, however—they are beyond me. They don’t follow the rules—any rules. That’s something my father came up with, the scheming bastard. Just like the Relic. He called it a ‘failsafe’. I call it incompetence.”

Maxine’s mouth opened as she contemplated what the Game Master said. Though it was meant to give her some comfort, it only added to her distress. Will could see the strain of an internal battle through the creases on her face.

“How, then?” Will asked.

The Game Master spun around to face him, his eyes asking the wordless question.

“How do we win? How do we get the wish?”

“Find the Relic, of course,” was the answer.

“That is knowledge we already have! Where do we start?” Bawn asked.

“Kimmenna meega goo goo,” Yeep said.

Bawn nodded.

“How do we find a Relic in an infinite multiverse?”

“There are leads out there,” the mysterious geezer replied. “Strands that point to clues, clues that lead to hints, and hints that take you to the Relic.”

“Where do we find those, then?” Shelly inquired. She seemed lost in the conversation as if everyone else was discussing a show she had never seen.

The Game Master’s face lit up and a smirk formed on his lips.

“I’m so glad you asked!” he exclaimed. “Thanks to your late captain, I’ve actually got the coordinates to your first lead. You know what? Let’s go there now!”

The Game Master snapped his fingers before anyone could reply and the ship vanished from Earth’s orbit.
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WHEN the Oddstar blinked back into existence, Earth was replaced by a much smaller planet that was almost completely covered in brick-red oceans. There was only one continent to speak of, a lavender spit of land surrounded by little islands like a miniature rendition of Pangaea. Swathes of orange ran over the land, scattered about as if painted by a carefree artist.

Will marveled up at the colorful orb that turned ever so slightly beneath them.

We’re not in Kansas anymore, Will thought.

The Game Master stood back and let the crew admire the strange new planet.

“Where are we?” Shelly asked, her violet eyes glistening with wonder.

“Above a planet called Mull,” the silver-haired man with the cane answered.

Will leaned forward and squinted at the image. A collection of lights glittered from the northeast—though it was impossible to be sure if it even was northeast. They were clustered together in one massive pool of illumination, covering over a third of the supercontinent. It took the Earthling a moment to realize it was a city; a city so large it could be seen from space. Hell—it couldn’t be ignored.

“Are we still in the Sol system?” Maxine asked, glancing up at the ceiling where one of the computer’s speakers was embedded.

“Negative,” came the reply.

“Where are we?”

“Unknown.”

“Oh, don’t you worry about that,” the Game Master said, dismissing the inquiry with a wave. “We’re in an entirely different universe, Trooper Graham. If I told you the name of the star system, would it really mean anything to you?”

“So the Relic is down there?” Will asked, pointing at the spinning orb on the screen.

“A possible lead is, at least,” the Game Master replied. He shrugged. “One that points you to the Relic, I should hope.”

Maxine frowned.

“Where?” she demanded. “How do we find it?”

“That’s the game, isn’t it?” the old man replied, grinning. “If I had the answers, I wouldn’t need you.”

The Oddstar crew continued to gaze at the screen, some of their awe replaced with doubt and fear of the unknown. The city was huge. Where would they even start searching? How could they ask about the Relic if they didn’t know what it looked like or what it does? It seemed like trying to pinpoint a square of cellophane somewhere in the ocean.

Do we even have a choice, though? Will wondered. Can we back out?

The memory of Stryke being sucked out of the ejection tube struck him like a bolt of lightning. He squeezed his eyes as the scene lingered.

No, he decided. They had already lost too much. They couldn’t give up now. They must try, regardless of the odds.

The Game Master gazed them over with his beacon-like eyes, noting the uncertainty in their expressions.

“Don’t worry,” he said, almost sarcastically, “I’m sure you’ll come to love Mull. You see, the planet has a way of really pulling you in.”

The old man vanished with a sly smile.

The lights on the bridge faded. The screen flickered, then turned off while the rest of the controls went dark. It was almost as if the Game Master had been the ship’s battery, and without him, they were in a powerless shell.

“What the hell?” Will said.

Maxine flipped a switch, then flipped it over and over again in frustration.

“The power’s out,” she confirmed.

“I am still running on reserve energy,” the computer said, startling everyone.

“Can you fix the power?” Will asked.

“Negative. All resources are dedicated to life support.”

“That won’t matter if the ship crashes!”

The computer didn’t reply.

The viewscreen functioned as a normal windshield when it wasn’t displaying digital imagery. The only light appeared to come from the planet itself, which glowed in the pitch-black abyss. It seemed to shake and slowly started to grow larger. It took Will a moment to realize it wasn’t Mull trembling. It was the Oddstar.

“What’s going on?” Shelly asked, bracing herself against one of the chairs.

“We’re falling towards the planet!” Maxine replied.
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EVERYTHING that wasn’t bolted down started to rattle. A couple of crashes came from the lounge in the back as glassware was dashed upon the floor. The Oddstar as a whole started to shake. Everyone struggled to maintain their balance.

“What do we do?” Will shouted, panicking over the din.

“Nothing without power!” Bawn translated as Yeep shrieked a response.

The tiny engineer flipped a few toggles and pressed a couple of buttons.

“He says, without energy, even the inertial dampeners and oxygen are useless. What does that even mean?”

Will was too preoccupied to wonder how Yeep conveyed the phrase “inertial dampeners” without Bawn knowing what they were.

“How do we get the power back on?” Maxine demanded, pulling herself toward the nose of the ship. “Isn’t the ARD in the front?”

“Himmenna gee toh tah. Weega noo noo peesah,” Yeep replied, and though Bawn fell hard on his ass, he was able to translate.

“Yes, but the power supply is in the back. We need to restart it!”

Will turned around and stumbled back towards the corridor. He peered through the doorway, down the hall, and through the door to the cargo area. It was a rather small vessel, at least compared to some of the spacecraft he’d seen in movies and video games. The distance to the power supply still seemed leagues away.

“Ninety kilometers above the planet’s surface!” the ship’s computer cheerfully announced.

Maxine stayed in the captain’s seat, trying desperately to wrestle the manual controls into complacency. The effort was futile.

“Dang, we’re falling fast!” Gary commented, a bit too excited for the general mood on the bridge.

He tried to shamble to the back, but a hard pocket of turbulence sent him cartwheeling through the door. Will stumbled after him into the hallway, followed by Yeep and Bawn, who carried the smallest of them on his back like a rucksack.

“Maxine! Shelly!” Will called from the doorway, moving out of the way so Bawn could pass.

The two women looked back at him with overwhelmed expressions. Shelly’s eyes were bright yellow.

“Be ready to fly this thing when the power comes back on!”

The trooper gave a nod, but it was imperceptible through all the rattling. Shelly turned back to the viewscreen, offering a thumbs up but unable to form words.

“Seventy kilometers,” chimed in the computer.

The Oddstar pitched downwards. The planet’s gravity pulled on everything in the ship as the floor became steeper and steeper. Will, Bawn, Gary, and Yeep found an uphill climb as they rushed to the back.

Crates and tools tumbled around inside the cargo bay like Tic-Tacs, banging against the metal walls and sliding across the textured floor. The angle eventually became so dramatic that the four men were forced to crawl on their hands and knees.

“Arrggh!” Bawn cried as his legs slipped out from under him.

His eyes shot wide as he started to slide across the floor, falling back towards the bridge.

“Eeeg!” Yeep shouted before he leaped off the blue man’s back and clung to the side of one of the lockers.

Gary looked up with a resigned expression as Bawn’s massive form tumbled towards him like a rolling boulder.

“Oh, hi there,” Gary said as Bawn crashed into him, sending both of them sprawling into the wall.

They writhed in a heap, trying to find their balance while Will pulled himself through the doorway into the cargo hold.

He and Yeep were scaling the Oddstar floor like a rock wall at this point, finding little outcroppings and bolted-down pieces of furniture to hoist themselves up with. The ship was nearly perpendicular to the planet’s surface, which grew closer with every passing second.

“Fifty kilometers.”

Yeep jumped onto Will’s back as the Earthling pulled himself close and caught him by surprise. Yeep said something into his ear, but Will didn’t understand. He didn’t need to, though, because he followed the tiny leather-covered hand to a large mechanism in the wall.

Will thought it looked rather like a church organ made for robots—it was hard to observe clearly while his eyes vibrated violently in their sockets. Everything was in constant motion. The whole ship was a blur.

“That’s the generator?” Will asked, pointing as well, but dropping his hand to steady himself.

Yeep made a sound Will took as an affirmative and the pair of them climbed over to the machine. Once Will was within arm’s reach, he spotted at least half a dozen yellow-handled levers lining the generator. Three buttons were on the side—one red, one blue, and one green. The mere sight overwhelmed the simple thief. He felt like a bus driver who had been placed in the cockpit of a space shuttle by mistake.

The little engineer yapped into his ear, but Will still couldn’t understand.

“How do I restart it?” he asked.

Yeep reached for the power supply, coming just a few inches short from his angle.

The mutant replied with a series of hisses and yowls, but none of them made much more sense than any of the other noises he made.

The ship’s computer informed them, “Thirty kilometers above the planet’s surface!”

“This one?” Will asked, touching the yellow lever farthest to the left.

Yeep squealed, which the Earthling took to mean “no”.

If only Bawn were the one back here instead of me, Will thought. Or Stryke. If the captain were here right now, he’d know what to do. Instead, everyone has to count on me.

That’s right, he realized. They’re counting on me.

Will closed his eyes and reached forward. He pulled a lever, then another, capping it off with a random button press. All he had to go on was his instinct, and he knew the odds of guessing the correct sequence were astronomical. Still, he had to try.

The lights flickered back to life. The erratic whirring sound smoothed out into a constant hum. The power supply lit up with activity and Will jumped back, startled.

“It worked!” Shelly said through the ship’s intercom. “We have power! At least, I think we do!”

The human in the back of the ship panted, exhausted from climbing the Oddstar’s entire length. He brimmed with bewilderment. There were no words for how lucky he was.

Maxine’s voice cut in.

“We can’t out-accelerate our descent. We’re still going to crash!”

“Ten kilometers.”

Will’s heart sank, but at that moment, the solution came to him.

Another miracle.

“Put all power into the shields!” he shouted into the intercom.

He imagined it was something Captain Stryke might say. He had no way of knowing if they actually had shields or if that’s even how they worked, but he had a feeling in his gut. A hunch.

A deafening roar filled Will’s ears before he could question his own order. He was thrown to the floor and everything faded to black.
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RINGING filled Will’s ears as he came to. Every nerve ending tickled as his circulation returned to normal. His brain was fuzzy. It felt like he had guzzled an entire twelve-pack to himself, consecutively smashing each bottle over his head as he drained them.

The high-pitched buzz in his ears faded out and was replaced by the sound of a gentle breeze blowing against fabric. Will tried to open his eyes, but the light blinded him. He needed a moment to adjust before he could expose them so fully.

This is the worst hangover I’ve ever had, the failed thief thought.

Eventually, he dared to let the light in. It didn’t sting so bad that time.

Everything around him was vague, simple blurs of color. He sensed almost no motion, only the slight fluttering of something in front of him. It was a bit of leather—a jacket that clung to the back of a chair. He gave his eyes a moment to rest, hoping the image would clear up.

It was Stryke’s jacket, he realized.

He looked around and found himself in the breakroom. The impact had knocked him out of the cargo bay and tossed him into the lounge. Will lifted himself with a strained breath. He found himself pressed against the sofa. Gravity pulled him towards the wall, making it the de facto floor. Will became more alert as he realized the ship was propped up vertically, nose down.

It took a moment to discern up from down, but once he did, he was able to climb onto his feet.

He heard groaning from the corridor below him. He crawled into the hall and saw Bawn and Gary wrestling with each other, trying to stand but failing to untangle themselves. Yeep was sound asleep just outside the lounge, resting on the wall across from the breakroom. His heart dropped at the sight of the crumpled tinkerer. Yeep rolled over, though, unconscious but alive.

Are we alive, though? Will wondered. Did we actually survive the crash?

All evidence seemed to suggest so, yet he found himself wracked with doubt.

“Hey,” Will said, nudging the leather-clad mutant. “Yeep! Wake up!”

Yeep’s yellow visors lit up, and he lifted his head with a cat-like purr. It took him several seconds to make sense of the scene around him.

“Jeega winn tonn?” he asked, his voice tired and frail.

“We made it, buddy,” Will said, smiling at the little mutant. “We’re alive.”

He felt a sudden shift of weight in the ship as he leaned back and chuckled in relief. The floor rattled. Will sensed the gravity change directions. The Oddstar groaned like a wounded elephant as it fell onto its belly, throwing everyone aboard off the walls and onto the floors. A hundred little thunks and clanks joined together into one loud slam. More groans floated back to Will from the rest of the ship.

Will and Yeep were startled by the ship’s sudden shift in position, but unharmed. They stood up when Gary poked his head around the corner.

“Can we do that again?” he asked.

“No,” Will replied.

“Heeka woo dah mee,” Yeep said. His tone was annoyed but playful.

“I do not think we would survive another one of those,” Bawn commented, appearing just behind Gary.

The retired arena champion had sustained a black eye on the left side of his face, but it didn’t stop him from smiling through the pain. He was just happy to be alive.

“Will?” Maxine’s voice came through the speakers. The sound popped and crackled, threatening to shut off entirely.

“You did it!” Will declared, this time with some real enthusiasm. He heard the trooper laugh, then wheeze. “Everyone up there okay?”

“We’re fine,” Shelly cut in. “A bit bruised, but we’ll live.”

“I boosted the shields just in time, like you said,” Maxine explained. “It must have absorbed almost all of the force from the crash. Otherwise, we’d be a bunch of organic matter fused to a flattened starship. That was a good call there, pal.”

The two mutants and the two human males limped through the corridor and onto the bridge, where the two disheveled women were checking the ship’s status.

“Kooga won tonna jee gah hah,” Yeep babbled, looking over the controls. “Goo tee goo tah.”

“The ship is not totaled, either,” Bawn conveyed. “At least, that is what Yeep says. He may be able to fix it.”

“The atmosphere appears to be breathable,” Maxine said, reading off a cracked monitor beside her station. “I’m popping the ramp now.”

“Then we’re not totally fucked,” Will observed.

He looked back over at the lounge where Stryke’s jacket hung. He walked down and grabbed it by the collar before joining the others. The group shuffled to the cargo bay.

The bright light from outside flooded in as the loading ramp made its descent. Maxine strode out of the ship once it touched down. The others followed her lead.

Will clutched the leather jacket at his side and soaked in the scenery.

They had crash-landed in a wide open field of gentle, rolling slopes. The grass was a deep purple color, a stark contrast to the green fields of Earth. The soil beneath was slate gray, with a blue hue that kept it from looking like a sea of ash. Ghenna had seemed like an alien planet when they first landed, but it was nothing compared to this place. It was like something out of a Dr. Seuss illustration.

A dense forest of what appeared to be coniferous trees stretched out into the distance off the starboard side of the Oddstar. The bark was dark brown, but the needles clinging to the branches were pale and orange like ripening tangerines. On the other side of the field ran a river of crisp water, which murmured around rocks for as far as any of them could see. It originated from a pair of enormous mountains that loomed over the crash site. The peaks touched a thin layer of clouds that hovered around the mountains like a halo. Will had no means to gauge size, nor could he measure the distance, but the scene humbled him nonetheless.

“Well, this definitely isn’t Earth,” Will said.

“It’s beautiful,” Shelly added.

Her lavender eyes seemed to shimmer as she took in the view. The lush colors, the smells—it all bombarded her senses, nearly overwhelming her.

“What do we do now?” Bawn asked after marveling in silence for over a minute.

Will took in a deep breath of sweet air.

“We have to find the Relic,” he said, looking down at the jacket in his clutch. “If Stryke’s sacrifice is going to mean anything, we need to win the game. We have to play along. The only way out is through.”

“And we’re gonna find it in the city?” Gary asked, scanning the horizon for buildings. Maybe he thought he’d be able to spot the Relic from where he stood. His tone was eager and determined.

“I’m not sure,” Will replied, gazing up at the planet’s moon, which hung in the early morning sky like an engorged weather balloon.

He cast a glance back at the Oddstar, a warped mess of orange and silver protruding from a sea of purple.

“First thing’s first: we need to set up a camp. I don’t think we’re going to be flying away any time soon.”

Maxine nodded. She pointed to Yeep.

“See if you can assess the damage,” she ordered. “Get a list together of everything we’ll need to make repairs. Get me an ETA on flight capability, if possible.”

The little man in leather nodded, offering a silly salute before waddling off back to the ship.

“Bawn, Gary,” the trooper started, shifting to the two men opposite Will. “Start gathering debris. I see a lot of scrap in the field; we’ll probably need all of it. But first, bring us some firewood from the forest. Kindling, logs—that sort of thing. We can worry about the bits of Oddstar after we get some rest.”

“Loggie poos, got it!” Gary said, snapping away like a cartoon roadrunner.

Bawn gave a tusk-filled grin and shuffled off after the doofus.

“I’ll go with them,” Will offered.

Maxine agreed silently as the Earthling turned away from her.

“Shelly,” Maxine started, her voice softening. “Would you check the ship for medical supplies and whatever kind of survival gear we might have? It would be a good idea to take inventory. Besides, some of us are pretty banged up. Couldn’t hurt to give everyone a checkup. Maybe the auto-doc is still intact—who knows?”

“Of course,” the blonde woman replied.

She skipped off in the same direction as the tiny engineer.

Maxine put her hands on her hips and drank in the scene as the crew set their tasks into motion.

She cupped her hands around her mouth and shouted, “Let’s all meet back at the loading ramp in an hour!”

Will heard everyone holler back in agreement, yelling “Okay!” himself.

He caught up with Bawn and Gary before they entered the tree line and inhaled a big whiff of fresh air. A twig snapped under his feet.

He realized this was his first visit to an alien planet—the first that wasn’t just another version of Earth.

Will had never felt so far from home in his whole life. Yet, when he gazed over at his new companions, he wasn’t frightened at all.
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Now check out a sneak peek from MULLIGAN:





CAPTAIN BILLYN STRYKE, the stone slab read. Bawn did his best to etch neat letters, but they came out more like the ancient chicken-scratch of a caveman.

There was no body under the stone, of course; Stryke’s corpse was floating alone, frozen in a segment of space a whole universe away. It was the best his surviving crew could offer, though.

The six of them stood together atop a squat hill overlooking the crash site. The Oddstar lay dormant in its crater, half buried in the blue-gray soil. Heads bowed, no one said a word as dark clouds crept through the sky. Mull’s tiny crystalline moon glinted at them in the early morning sun.

“It looks good, Bawn,” Shelly said, breaking the silence. “I think he’d like it.”

“I just wish I knew what year he was born,” the big blue man replied. “Or, for that matter, what year he died.”

“He killed himself in an alternate universe,” Maxine said. “I don’t think the date matters much.”

Bawn continued, “If only I knew his mother’s name, then. In Doonai, it is traditionally good luck to bury someone with their mother’s name on their stone. It would not hurt if he had a patron saint, either.”

“Who’s your patron saint, Bawn?” Gary asked.

“An Ancient One known only as ‘Schwarzenegger’.”

Will cast the blue mutant a side glance but did not comment.

“It’s fine,” he said. “I don’t think Stryke was too concerned with tradition.”

Will recalled his captain’s final moments as they fell silent again. The Game Master—in his self-proclaimed desire to save the multiverse—forced them to make an impossible choice: sacrifice one crewmate or all of them would die. Will had volunteered himself, but Stryke tricked him into standing down and took his place.

It should be me, the Earthling thought. Stryke should be the one standing listlessly by my stone.

The late captain wasn’t just the bravest of them all, but the most experienced. He knew more about the Game Master and his twisted game than anyone. Stryke had searched for the Relic, traveling through more realities than any of them could guess. Now they were on their own, stranded on an alien planet. Somehow, they were supposed to find the Game Master’s Relic and win Which Where without Stryke.

Somehow.

“Does anyone want to say anything?” Bawn asked.

Shelly cleared her throat.

“I didn’t know Mr. Stryke well,” she started. As an empath, she was bombarded by the grief of everyone around her. Her face was streaked with tears and she spoke through sobs. “I don’t know any of you very well, really, but I know he was a good person. I can feel how strong your love for him was. I can feel how sad his loss makes you all. Stryke only had a desire to do good as far as I could sense. I wouldn’t be here without him. I wish I could thank him for that.”

A moment passed before Bawn stretched his shoulders and opened his tusked mouth.

“It would be a disservice to call Stryke a noble spirit, for he was much more. The world—the sum of all universes—should be so lucky to see another like him. His energy is not gone, but merely free now. Like the warriors of old, he will remain with us forever, watching over us and guiding us toward victory. We will meet again one day. Until then, be at peace, brother.”

Bawn bowed his bald head and closed his eyes. A moment of silence followed before Yeep waddled up to the stone and placed a gloved hand on it.

“Jee wee gah, nee monna,” he jabbered in a soft tone. “Chee gah mee, seh gah naw. Jeega, hoo mah.”

He ended his piece with a delicate coo and a low purring sound. Will couldn’t understand the little mutant’s words, but he could feel the emotions behind them.

“That was nice,” Bawn said, the only one to understand Yeep’s eulogy.

He didn’t offer a translation, and no one requested one.

Stryke would be so weirded out if he could see this, Will thought. He wasn’t into mushy, sentimental stuff. He’d be making fun of us all.

Gary stepped forward and straightened his glasses.

“Oh Danny Boy,” he sang off-key, “the pipes, the pipes are calling. From someplace dope, and down a water slide. The monkey weeps, ‘cause someone ate his pizza. It’s you, it’s you, the new Spider-Man.”

“Beautiful,” Will said once Gary was done.

That’s probably the kind of dry comment Stryke would have made.

Gary bowed and stepped back without a modicum of embarrassment.

Tears flowed down Maxine’s face in a pair of streams, though she didn’t make a sound. She swallowed, then opened her mouth.

“He was better than we deserve,” she said. “He didn’t need to die—it didn’t have to be like this. I promise you, Billyn—I promise to win this stupid contest, and then I’m going to make the Game Master pay.”

She looked upwards with smoldering anger as if searching the sky for the omnipotent old man.

The others turned to Will with expectant eyes. He was the only one who hadn’t said anything yet. He looked from side to side, unsure if there were even words powerful enough to describe his grief.

“Stryke was like a mentor to me,” he started. It was hard to meet any of his friends’ eyes, so he looked down at the leather jacket in his clutch. It was the only thing left of the captain. “His shoes will be hard to fill. We have to win Which Where. We can’t let his death be in vain—we just can’t.”

No one spoke for a long while.

Once it seemed like the quiet would drag on forever, Maxine sniffled and wiped her face.

“We’ve got to get back to work,” she said. “If we’re going to hunt down the Relic and avenge Stryke, we’ve got a lot to do. We’ll need that ship up and running again.”

No one objected. They stepped away from the stone slab one by one until only Maxine and Will were left on the hilltop.

“Here,” Will said, offering the leather jacket. “I think Stryke would have wanted you to have this.”

Maxine regarded the leather coat for a moment. Her eyes welled up—Will was afraid she was going to weep again. She swallowed it down, though, and met Will’s eyes with a soft smile.

“Thanks,” she said, “but I think it looks better on you.”

She turned away and strode down the hillside, following the others.

Will wasn’t sure what to say. His grip on the coat tightened. He considered tossing it in the ship’s exhaust port and letting the engines incinerate it. He reconsidered, though, and pulled Stryke’s jacket on.

It was a perfect fit.




* * *
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