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Chapter 2

The dinning room table took the abuse in stride, as it always did. Dirty 
dishes and beer cans rattled, and there was a crack somewhere deep in the 
wood. Jack’s fist stung, but he didn’t give a shit. "No, I've said it twice now. No! 
We are not sending our son to that shitty-ass Christian school." He had heard, 
yet hadn't listened, to his ex-wife on the other end of the radio waves. He wasn't 
going to have his own son shut down and indoctrinated.

“Jack, our son is being corrupted by the public school system…” Agnus, his 
ex-wife.

"Fine, if you're not going to listen to me, I'm coming down there. The three 
of us are going to have a chat. Calvin might be a fucking seven year old, but 
damn it…”

“He got into a fight, Jack.”
“I don't care if he got into a fight; you've already told me that…”
“You’re not listening to me, God damn it!”
“No, of course I’m not fucking listening to you! We aren't discussing this 

any more. I'm coming down. Tonight.”
That had been six hours ago. The conversation had lasted a mere ten 

minutes. He had thrown his cell phone through the dining room window and 
stood there shaking. This was exactly what his parents had done to him twenty 
years ago, damn it. He wasn’t going to have his son stripped from the only 
friends he knows, placed in a school way out in the middle of fucking nowhere, 
and allow his son’s soul to be ripped out by some religious nut jobs. It wasn’t 
going to happen.   

He was now someplace in Idaho. He could see little farther than the 
swatch of headlight on asphalt, gravel, and various evergreen trees. He had been 
gripping the steering wheel with pneumatic strength, and his knuckles were 
white. He relaxed a little. It was October, and deer were likely to be out. He had 
to pay better attention to the road. Just the other week his friend, Mike, had 
collided with a buck, and the deer had gone through the windshield. Mike 
remembered nothing about the accident. The police report said the deer’s spine 
had pinned Mike’s head to the headrest. Had Mike been going any faster, he 
most likely would have been dead. 

That’s how it goes, Jack thought; one second you’re driving down a dark 
highway and the next you’re dead. 

Jack leaned over and peered out over his hood, only seeing the construction 
paper cutout of trees against blackout clouds. He had plans for his son. He 
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wanted his son to play sports, enjoy books, love the beauty of nature, go on 
hikes. Nothing his ex-wife would approve. Everything they would probably 
discourage at that school she wanted to send Calvin to. Whatever agenda she 
had for Jack’s son—he never thought of Calvin as “their” son, although he 
supposed the kid had come out of her womb—she might, frightening as it 
seemed, succeed. Every time he went down to visit it was Jesus this, and God 
that, and the Bible says that Jack’s going to Hell. That last part, that was what he 
couldn’t take. He could almost accept the Jesus bits, the parts of the Bible where 
Jesus heals a blind man, or blesses the poor. But the Hell bits. No. If there were 
a God like the one in the Bible, he couldn’t believe in him. Not a God who 
throws people into a lake of fire to be tortured for ever and ever. 

One sermon in particular had really done that God in. It was a sermon his 
Bible teacher had made them read Freshman year, high school; Jack typically 
didn’t have a knack for names or titles, but this one he remembered: “Sinners in 
the Hands of an Angry God” it was called. A preacher by the name of Jonathan 
Edwards had penned it. Jack suspected that Mr. Jeffreis, the Bible teacher, might 
have expected his students to come groveling to his God, leaving their 
fingernails implanted in their desks like the old colonials had done in their 
pews. But it had the opposite effect on a young Jack Coleridge. Jack had 
graduated from Sunnyside Baptist High School with a diploma and no god. A 
god who held people by a thin wire over the oven of an ever burning Hell, that 
wasn’t a god of love. That was a demon.     

Jack squinted. Something was wrong with his headlights. Their edges seemed 
to be sloshing as if water had suddenly apparated between the light bulb and 
plastic covering.  The night curled up toward him. The light split into columns. 
Columns interlaced. Jack’s mind would not accept the shape rushing toward 
him. Hands, which grew to envelope his rapidly shrinking headlight, pushed 
into the hood, metal screaming. His dashboard lights disappeared. The wheel 
was still under his hands. “What the fuck?” The wheel was shifting under his 
grip. His seat bounced him against his restraining belt. His head hit the Jeep’s 
cross bar. Stars spotted his vision. Light returned, but only for an instant, as 
something large and glossy, wider than the smashed hood of his Jeep, appeared 
and collided with his vehicle. 

Metal popped. Jack felt himself jolt forward, the steering wheel jamming up 
into his face. There was no time for conscious thought before the darkness 
swallowed him.  

His first sensation was sound. A very loud clacking greeted his ears; a thwump, 
and a strange sound like a zipper pulling open. He was suddenly too aware of 
his body, every joint and muscle crying out through his nerves to the back of his 
brain. His face was wet, a rough patterned something pressing against it. He 
couldn’t remember where he was or why he hurt. Something about his son, 
Calvin and a need to see him, but even those thoughts were fragmentary. 

He couldn’t open his eyes yet, wouldn’t open them if he could; light from 
outside his body wanted in, and he wasn’t going to let it. 

He heard the scrape of metal against metal to his left.  Something gently 
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touched his back, an oddly pleasant sensation. A voice, at first unintelligible, 
then clearer, “Man. Is he alive? Are you alive?” Jack realized the thing touching 
his back was a hand, and the hand shook him. The pain in his joints and 
muscles electrified his brain, and he moaned.

“Alive! You are alive!” The voice, decidedly male, said. “Wake up, quick! We 
have to get out of here. There will be more of them soon.”

Jack still didn’t want to open his eyes. He just wanted whoever this was to 
leave him alone so he could go to sleep and stop hurting. 

“Come on, don’t go back to sleep on me. You might have saved my life out 
there, but I can only risk my life so far for a dead man. Now get up!”

Jack felt hands slide under his armpits, and heard a grunt as those hands 
pushed up. The muscles in his neck protested by winding tight against the back 
of his skull. A sob filled his lips.

“I know, I know, “ the voice said, “but pain is better than dead. At least better 
than becoming dead at their claws.”

His toes hit the ground, and his weight carried him down onto his knees.
“Fulk! You’re heavy.”
The ground was soft with bits of something poking into his back. He smelled 

pine and could see the glow of daylight filtered red through his eyelids. With 
effort he cupped his hand over his eyes and squinted. He saw brown trousered 
legs standing before him. The light gave him a headache.

“No time for intro-pleasantries, right now. We have to get going. They’ll be 
more of ‘em soon.” A voice above the trousers. 

Jack ventured a peek above his hand and saw a man with redish-blonde hair 
and faint freckles on his face. He wore a brown jumpsuit with a blue collar, and 
something was off putting about the man’s appearance. Jack didn’t realize what 
was so odd about him until he sat up and, with the man’s help, stood to his feet, 
almost fainting in the process, the world fuzzing at the corners. Brown Jumpsuit 
was missing his left ear. 

“Ok, good. You’re standing. That’s a start.”
This was an overstatement. Jack was somewhat standing, but mostly leaning 

against the man without an ear. 
Behind the man was something even more disturbing than the pain coursing 

through his body. A creature the size of a horse, its body long and segmented in 
shiny exoskeleton, lay in two parts: one part atop his Jeep, its many curved 
insectoid legs piercing the canvas top, the other part, still oozing some sort of 
light-yellow fluid, lay in front of his Jeep. The Jeep itself was totaled, the front 
smashed up to the windshield and the engine deposited beneath in a tangle of 
metal shielding. They stood in a forest of tall pines, their needles blanketing its 
floor in doe brown. 

Brown-Jumpsuit pushed Jack backwards a little and grabbed his shoulders, 
“You’re going to have to walk. I didn’t expect to find a Cross-over when coming 
to investigate this anomaly; so I don’t have medical equipment on hand. You’re 
bleeding pretty bad, so we should probably get back to my glider as fast as we 
can. I’ve got some emergency supplies there. Nod if you understand.”

Jack’s face felt as if someone had taken a large gauge needle to his cheek and 
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pumped some sort of viscous fluid behind his nose. It reminded him of the only 
time he had broken his nose. A fight in the eighth grade with some guy named 
Gary. 

“I said, nod if you understand me.”
Jack sighed and nodded with great effort. 
“Ok, good. We have about half a kilometer. Most of it is down hill. Ready?”
The man missing an ear didn’t wait for Jack’s confirmation. He pulled Jack 

with him, arm laced under armpit. Jack’s legs did not want to comply. He 
stumbled and almost brought the man with him. The man said nothing and 
yanked jack up, the motion sending fire through Jack’s muscles. 

They slid around trees and rocks along an increasingly steeper slope. Jack 
focused on trying to get his legs to bend and function in a semi-normal fashion. 
The scenery blurred around him. In the commotion he saw what he thought was 
the outline of a bear fashioned out of wind. Jack tripped over a root and fell into 
Brown-Jumpsuit who bounced off a tree. As the man dug his toes into the dirt 
surprise registered on his face, and he yelled, “Otherling!” dropping Jack on his 
right shoulder. 

Jack felt wind rush along his back and heard a smack behind. He curled as 
he rolled and caught a glimpse of the bear-shaped vortex advancing on the man. 
Jack caught a tree full in the chest and felt something give way. He whimpered 
as his clothes caught on the bark, holding him in place, his head lolling back.

 The man brought out a black wand of some sort, and out of its tip came a 
red beam, bright as the sun. The vortex solidified into a shadow, the beam 
dissolving its center, revealing trees and blue sky. At least a dozen eyes rolled in 
their eye sockets and a maw opened to the size of a man’s chest. It screamed, 
the very ground seeming to liquify at its woe. Its body tore in half; its head 
slammed into the ground, silencing its banshee scream. 

One-Ear jammed his wand back into a jumpsuit pocket and ran down to 
Jack. He bent and pulled Jack to his feet. Jack yelled. The man ignored Jack’s 
pain and slung him over his shoulder, Jack’s feet dragging in the dead needles. 

The pain was too much; tears blurred Jack’s vision. He passed out and woke 
up several times during the journey, each time hearing a different strange sound. 
The last time he was awake, Jack saw the oddest looking hill. It was almost 
triangular in shape and, like the ground, was covered in pine needles. 
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Chapter 3

His bed was soft. A yellow light warmed his flesh. Perhaps the nightmare was 
over. He would roll over and see Calvin fast asleep in the bed parallel. He had 
forgotten to close the curtains of the hotel room. Maybe he had gotten drunk last 
night and forgotten… That made no sense. He never drank around Calvin. If it 
ever got back to Agnus that Jack had been drinking around Calvin, that would be 
it for the visits. She would go straight to the judge and bring a restraining order 
down from the Ancient Money Machine. Jack panicked at the thought and 
flailed out of his bed. Swinging his legs…his legs hit ground only a few inches 
below his bed. 

He opened his eyes to the soft light of a lamp. His covers were tan and he sat 
on a cot that creaked under his weight. A fine, cool black dirt nestled his bare 
feet. The wall before him ran up in an angle, a thick canvas. 

“Oh, you’re awake.” 
Jack turned to see who he hoped he wouldn’t. The one eared man, still 

wearing his brown jumpsuit, crawled out from under some sort of beak-like 
vehicle, its hull a dulled metal that crested up to a glass windshield only inches 
below the tent’s peak. It balanced on a foldable tripod, possibly three feet tall. 

“You could say ‘thank you,’ at least.”
“For what?” Jack asked, beginning to stand up and then, realizing he was 

naked, snatching the blanket up to his belly button.
“Saving your life, really. But, I guess we’re even. I might have died if you 

hadn’t blundered into that Otherling with your vehicle and scared off the other 
one. But, then again, I wouldn’t have come out of my tent if that Barrier rift 
hadn’t shown up on my sensors. So, if your world didn’t exist, I probably would 
be on my merry way back to the Science Vessel by now. In that case, “ he 
slammed a yellow metal case down on the cot in front of Jack, “you should still 
say ‘thank you’ for bothering to pull you from the wreckage of your,” he paused 
and gesticulated, “what was that thing you were riding in?”

“My Jeep?”
“Your beep…ok, I pulled you out of your beep,”
“Jeep.”
“Yes, you already told me. Then I dragged you down a hill, almost dying of a 

Sash Otherling bite, let you bleed all over my tent…”
Jack looked around and saw no blood.
“…As I rummage through my gear to find the Emergency Kit and then heal, 

first your bruised brain, then your fractured skull, your broken nose, and finally 
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all the cracked ribs on your right side.” The man crossed his arms and stared. 
The silence was awkward, and Jack felt naked, well, he was naked except for 

the blanket. “Sorry?”
The man nodded, blinked once, and picked up his yellow case. “Your clothes 

were paste.  There’s a suit in the box under the cama.”
“The what?”
“The box under the cama.” He had set his case down next to a metallic 

looking console with levers and about a dozen buttons and pointed at the cot.
“Oh.” Jack walked around the foot of the cot and found a seamless black box 

the size of a shoe box. He picked it up and flipped it over. It was light and had 
no latch. He ran his hand over the front and it broke in half with a pop. A brown 
jumpsuit, identical to the one-eared man’s, lay folded inside. Jack was a bit taller 
than the man and realized, as he unfolded the jumpsuit, that his body would not 
fit the man’s jumpsuit. 

“Do you have anything a little bigger than this? I don’t think it will fit me,” 
Jack asked.

The man was sitting at his console, tapping away at buttons. Three 
dimensional, almost cyrillic characters floated above the console, eerily solid 
looking. He stopped his typing and scowled at Jack.  “Why wouldn’t it fit you?”

Jack held the jumpsuit up to his body, modeling how the shoulders of the 
jumpsuit reached only to collar bones, and raised his eyebrows. 

“Oh, right. Cross-over.” The man shook his head. “Put it on; it will fit. Trust 
me.” He went back to his typing. 

Jack sighed and pulled at the seam in the collar, looking for the zipper. The 
seam parted at his touch, and the back of the jumpsuit split apart to the crotch. 
Jack thought about underwear for a second and decided not to ask as he slipped 
one leg then the other into the jumpsuit. He put his arms in and felt the suit’s 
crotch squeeze his balls to one side. Jack winced, but as he did so the fabric 
loosened, and he felt the back seam close up behind him. The suit fit him 
perfectly, and the fabric was almost silken inside. 

“See.” The man stood and admired Jack’s suit, “finest fashion in the 
Outlands.” He bent and picked up his yellow case again, crawling back under 
the fixed wing plane, or whatever it was that took up most of the space in the 
tent. 

Jack had a billion questions to ask. Which to choose was a problem. He 
pinched himself first, realizing as he did so that pinching probably did squat to 
wake a dreamer. “Who are you?”

The sound of a ratchet came from the far side of the craft. 
“I’m Henry.”
A name, at least. 
Jack squatted to see a small light and Henry laying on his back, arms 

reaching into the hull of his vehicle. “Where am I?” 
Henry grunted and said, “The Outlands.”
Fuck you too, Jack thought. “The Outlands, ok, where the Hell are the 

Outlands?”
“Second Continent, north of the Straight, anywhere between Portside City 
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and Central Mound. I really wish the Prophet hadn’t tried to cross the Barrier; 
then, perhaps, I’d be off on some tropical island collecting mutilate tigers or 
some such. Of course, you’re extra money, but on the other hand I work alone. 
Always.” He glanced down at Jack, then sighed. “I guess I should count myself 
lucky, you’re only the third, and I wasn’t capturing Otherlings or collecting data 
back when the other two came through. But from what I hear, the first has 
disappeared and the second, well, she will want to meet you, if she’s around 
when we get back, I’m sure. She’s been babbling on about another Cross-Over 
for some time now.”

Jack took this all in. What it all meant, he had no clue. Second Continent 
north of the Straight, anywhere between Portside City and Central Mound? What 
was was that? Army lingo? Some sort of code? Cross-overs, Otherlings? Whatever 
the hell was going on here, it had to stop so he could get back on the road, call 
Agnus, and get to Calvin. 

“So, um, thanks for healing me,” another odd thing, who had the medical 
technology to heal all that Henry claimed to have healed in Jack’s body while 
out in the woods, “but I should probably get back to the highway and flag down 
someone with a cell phone. Unless you have one. I was driving to Boise to see 
my son, and really need to get there by this afternoon. I’ve only got a week’s 
vacation.”

Henry grunted one more time, put away the tool he had been using and 
tapped on the hull of his, whatever it was, watching the hatch close. He crawled 
out, stood up and looked Jack directly in the eyes. “I didn’t understand a word 
you said, except son, you have a son? You’re not going to see him again.” Henry 
flung himself onto his silvery craft and opened the cockpit windshield. 

“What the fuck do you mean, I’m not going to see my son again? I’m a 
citizen of the United States, you can’t detain me like this!” 

“I don’t think you get it…what was your name?”
“Jack Coleridge, born September Seventh, nineteen eighty…”
“It doesn’t matter, Jack. You’re not a citizen of anywhere, now. You crossed 

the Barrier.” Henry said from inside his cockpit. He was messing with something 
inside. 

Jack slammed his fist on the hull, “what the fuck is the Barrier?!”  
Henry popped his head out, scowling, “hey, don’t hit Marcie,” he patted the 

hull, “You know, Barrier, what holds in time and space, the universe. Didn’t you 
go to schoola?”

Jack placed both hands on the ship as if he were about to fall.
“You don’t get it, do you, kid? The Prophet figured out how to bridge 

universes, if only momentarily. Nobody particularly understands why. But he 
did. And now, randomly, rifts form in the barrier, and things come through. So, 
you’re one of those things. You came through. And now,  you’re not in your 
world anymore.” He gripped Jack’s shoulder, “you’re not even in the same 
universe.”
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Jack’s legs were jelly. He stumbled over to the cot and sat down, not wanting to 
believe what he had just heard. He shook his head. He shook it again. He 
wouldn’t wake up. This nightmare wouldn’t go away. What Henry had said was 
impossible. There were no other universes. He had simply fallen asleep while 
driving, gone off the road, and hit a tree. This guy had to be some sort of 
jokester. He looked up at Henry, who stood there with his arms crossed, waiting. 
No, Jack thought, who would go to such lengths? And if he had been in an 
accident… Jack felt his ribs, his face; no pain, nothing broken. Coma? That had 
to be the answer. Perhaps coma patients experienced some sort of other reality, 
something so real and odd they wouldn’t even believe it themselves. 

“You okay?” Henry asked, eyebrow raised.
Jack nodded, “I think so.”
“I guess it would mess…”
An alarm sounded. It came from the console. Shapes appeared in the air. Red 

orbs stationed around black orbs. 
“Fulk the Prophet.” Henry said. 
“What?”
“Gaurdsmen. Ten of them. They must have noticed the rift and found us on 

their way out to investigate. Take that exit,” he pointed to a black hatch in the 
ground near the cot, “there’s a cargo glider hidden down that tunnel. Don’t 
leave the glider. I’ll come get you once I’ve taken care of the Gaurdsmen.” 

Muffled voices outside.
“Get moving, now.” Henry said and pulled the wand out from his pocket 

again. 
Jack obeyed. His body felt numb. He knelt over the hatch, found a recessed 

handle, and pulled. The tunnel sloped downward into darkness. Jack felt his way 
backward until his feet hit something solid. He bent, turned around and 
crawled, smelling something foul ahead. 

He sensed a space above his head, and when he stood light grew from all 
corners of the room. A shamble of sounds hit his ears before he saw what 
occupied the cargo glider. His mind said to scream, his throat gave out a low 
whine instead. In a mesh-wire cage above the hatch he had just exited seven 
foot centipedes with uncountable eyes on their bellies flick-spasmed against the 
walls. More cages along the walls adjacent. He spotted what he thought was a 
black man’s torso laying on its front, no legs, no arms, no head; but as the light 
brightened he realized it was merely a shell, and from its innards came hooked 
strands, spider leg thin, thousands of them lifting the shell a few inches above 
the cage floor, spinning the carapace to face Jack. Florescent eyeshine from a 
dozen or so points worked on his mind, soothing, wanting him to open the 
cage, open all the cages. In a moment he was fumbling with the cage lock, 
pulling desperately on its unyielding loop. A strand caressed his hand through 
the mesh and this touch woke Jack up from his trance. He screamed, body 
trembling, and fell to the floor as if electrocuted. Too much, too fucking much. 

Jack could hear nothing but the creatures now scrabbling at their cage walls, 
shrieking, howling, hissing, grumbling. Some even took voice, “NOW NOW 
OUT NOW!” 
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He searched for another way out. Black hatchway, opposite the other. The 
door collapsed inward at his tug. Sunlight forked downward. Up the ladder and 
away from the things, the nightmares. 

Muffled voices up the hill, the trees concealing the source. He would go 
down the hill. Once he got down the hill, he would figure out where to go next. 
Perhaps a stream bed would lead him to somewhere, somewhere other than 
here. 

The hill was steep, bald rocks emerged at intervals, some small enough to 
trip, others so big he had to circumnavigate them, clinging to trees and roots as 
he did so. He was hugging one such rock when he heard a thump behind. He 
let go with one hand and turned to see that strange vortex again, taller than a 
man, perhaps the shape of a bear, warping the light. Jack flinched and his hand 
slipped from the rock. His shoulders hit the earth first and his arms flew up, 
catching his weight before it broke his neck. The world pinwheeled. Sky, earth, 
tree, sky. He smacked against something hard. Another rock.

Two vortices slumped down the hill. One ahead of the other. One 
undulating, shrinking and growing in seismic waves. Jack tried to move. 
Nothing. His body had quit. He could hardly feel anything but pain. Tears stung 
his eyes. The slinking one reached him first. Its bite was like a steel trap on his 
side. As his ribs gave way, and the first sluice of blood welled into the air, the 
vortex like creature flickered and solidified into a black hairy mass of muscle; its 
head, spearshaped, hung on a thick, short neck. 

Jack’s arms spasmed, and he screamed. The thing gave no heed. It held him 
down, pressure increasing, tearing away at flesh.

The world faded to a single point. Jack was nothing but a nervous system and 
a scream.

Phoenix-red light slashed across the little Jack could see. The pressure fled. 
Something howled in his ear. Another flash. The howling ceased. 

“Over here. I’ve found him.” A voice of tin, like a fading radio broadcast. 
Jack wept, each sob sending fresh pain through his body. He opened his eyes 

to see a red motorcycle helmet reflecting his clenched face. The head twitched 
sideways, lizard-like. 

“Hey, he’s still alive.”
Another helmeted man scampered down the hill and joined the other. Jack 

closed his eyes against the twin images of his pain reflected back. 
“Can you stabilize him?
“Let’s see.”
Jack felt something press against his side. It was like hot iron. He whimpered. 
“That should stop the bleeding, at least. Let’s get a pod up here and drag him 

down to the glider.” A pause. “Calceon Twelve this is Forteleza Eighteen, we 
need a medpod at my coordinates.” Another pause. “Yes, this is most likely the 
Rifter.” Silence. “Copy that, we will wait.” 

The men sat on either end of Jack’s body, saying nothing. The pain calmed to 
a throb by the time the medpod, a red bullet shaped air-sleigh hovering a few 
feet above the ground, arrived. The two stripped him, cutting off his suit with a 
small laser and gently lifted Jack, but gentleness did nothing to stem the pain of 
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movement. Jack went blind for the instant he was in the air. When his vision 
returned, he lay in a padded coffin just wide enough for his shoulders to fit 
snuggly. A damp cloth slid over his middle and immediately the pain ceased. 
Jack gasped at the relief. 

A translucent cover slid into place and Jack watched as the two red 
enshrouded men stumbled down the hill next to him, the medpod smoothly 
navigating its own way down. 

Trees and blue sky gave way to steel and piping. His pod rotated forward and 
he now hung vertical, able to observe a small cockpit fit for two that looked out 
over a river canyon, its banks browned by the sun. Another helmeted man sat in 
the left seat. He turned and Jack saw his own reflection in the man’s visor. The 
other two climbed in after, one taking a seat beside the pilot and the other taking 
hold of one steel rung of five set into the hull. 

Lifting itself across the river canyon, the craft sped out over wild green fields. 
Jack could see vast herds of deer or elk grazing at particular points near small 
woods. The craft climbed no higher than possibly five thousand feet and the 
ground slipped by at a frenetic speed. Fields gave way to more canyons. The 
craft followed a river through flat desert. It passed over a derelict city whose 
overgrown roads fell off into the river at rusty bridges full of holes. No sign of 
human habitation presented itself as the city flicked past. Eventually, the river 
rumbled into a wide gorge. An old highway wound along the right bank, half of 
it tumbled into the river long ago. Whole clusters of rusted out cars sat on its 
cracked surface. Jack wondered what had forced people to leave their vehicles 
on the road. The gorge deepened, and the remains of a concrete dam, long 
broken, passed underneath. 

The gorge was becoming more familiar as they went. It reminded Jack of a 
trip he had taken down a similar gorge when he and Agnus had been dating. 
They had gone to Portland, Oregon for a weekend and stayed with some of 
Agnus’ old friends from college. They had passed a dam on their way to 
Portland. He remembered it quite clearly because of the odd way it shunted 
water to a smaller damn down the way, just like the one the craft had just flown 
over. And a town had sat on the hill to their left. And there it was, just as 
ghostlike as the city in the desert, but a few gruff looking men on what looked 
like dirt bikes came zipping out of this one, taking pot shots at the craft with 
hand guns of some sort. The pilot ignored them and kept the craft steady. 

After the river sank under sharply rising cliffs they passed another dam, and 
what Jack could have sworn was a decimated Portland spread out before them, 
small green masses clumped around barely visible streets, trees clawing their 
way out of buildings. Near the river, where small skyscrapers used to stand was a 
pristine fortress. Its walls lay in an upside down triangular pattern with tip 
touching the river. At its center rose a massive and long bodied A-frame from 
which all roads led outward between much smaller domed buildings. The A-
frame seemed to be completely made of brick. As the craft approached, Jack 
could make out an odd cross like symbol rising out of the building’s apex. It was 
pure gold and might have been the familiar Christian cross, except that where 
Christ’s head might have rested there was an eye-of-the-needle loop. It was 
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something Jack had seen before, in a book, or documentary. He just couldn’t 
place it. 

“This is Calceon Twelve heading on trajectory niner-four-zero, Coltower, do 
you copy?”

“This is Coltower, we read you, you’re just in time for evening prayer. Glad to 
hear you are safe. Do you have the Rifeter? Over.” 

The man in the pilot’s seat, presumably Calceon Twelve, turned his head 
toward the co-pilot and hit a  lever on the console. “How do they know about 
the Rifter?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t report him.”
The third sitting across from Jack said, “The Prophet knows all. Perhaps this 

Rifter is important to Him.”
Their voices only held slight variation through whatever microphone and 

speaker their suits used. Jack hoped to God they weren’t some sort of terrorist 
group bent on sawing off his head. What had happened since he had blacked 
out?

The two up front shrugged. Calceon Twelve said, “I guess you may be right. 
Still odd.” He tapped the lever again, “Yes, we have the Rifter. He’s injured so 
we will need a Medman present at dock. Over.”

“That’s good news. The Prophet has specific interest in this one…”
The man across from Jack sagged his head sideways, perhaps an “I told you 

so?”
“…No Medman needed. There will be a Tube waiting for the Rifter at dock. 

He’s to be sent directly to The Temple in Center Mound. Over.”
“Very well, Coltower. We will stand by at dock. Over.”

They descended toward the city’s wall. As they approached, the wall 
appeared seamless steel, and Jack winced as the front end of the glider 
disappeared into the wall. The whole glider had slid through was had seemed to 
be solid steel. Jack wished he could look back and see if the wall was still there. 

They were in an hangar bay the size of a warehouse. Other ships like the one 
on which Henry had been working sat in two rows. Cables and wires bristling 
from their sides. These bore the same cross like symbol painted in red on each 
wing. 

A group of people stood in the center. A black bullet-like casket sat before 
them, its lid open to reveal a black interior with a small white pillow. Those who 
stood around the bullet were dressed in red: two in the same suits as the men 
with Jack and two in robes. The robed were both men. The one on the left, his 
face was covered with black warts of some kind, the smallest being the size of a 
quarter.

When they opened the back hatch Jack could hear a chorus of voices 
chanting over some loudspeaker.  

Jack’s companions lowered his Medpod and directed it toward the waiting 
envoy.

“We did not expect you to miss Evening Prayer to assist us with the Rifter,” 
Calceon Twelve said.
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“This devotion supersedes prayer,”one from the convoy said.
Calceon Twelve, “What interest does the Prophet have in a mere Rifter?” 
“It’s not our place to question what comes in through Coltower.”
“Praise to the Prophet, His Majesty Eternal.” Echoed through the hangar bay.
“Very well,” Calceon Twelve replied and Jack saw him lean over Jack’s 

Medpod, the barrier melting away as he did so. The other two approached and 
as soon as they did, the wrap around Jack’s torso retracted. Its relief disappeared 
as well and Jack felt his chest erupt in fire. The two lifted Jack and the world 
shrank with the pain as it again invaded his brain. The world returned to focus 
and Jack was in the black bullet casket. White straps slipped over his wrists, but 
his body screamed through his nerves and he didn’t care about the restraints

 As the lid brought darkness the men in red joined in chanting, 
“Praise to the Prophet, His Majesty Eternal.
Protection from the Outland hordes,
To you we sing with one accord.
From Portside City to Center Mound,
Your love is felt, your thoughts profound.
Our lives for you,
In service due,
Till life depart,
Or world renew.”
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Chapter 4

Complete darkness predisposes a man to the intolerance of light. Jack later 
wondered how long it might take a person to become permanently intolerant to 
light. This did not occur to him when his casket lid rose away and light flooded 
his eyes. He closed his eyes against the assault, but his eyelids did little to dispel 
the brightness. He tried turning his head, but his neck muscles spasmed after 
what had seemed like an eternity in virtually the same position. For the first time 
since he had entered the coffin he was not aware of his bladder, but as soon as 
the restraints slipped away that organ squished under his pelvis cried to him 
above the currently dull pain in both his chest and eyes. He couldn’t wait any 
longer for someone to remove him from the casket. He turned on his side, 
gasping as his ribs clicked and cracked. He slit his lids open and ventured a 
peek. The rim of his casket was only a few inches above him and he thought he 
might be able to crawl his way out. 

No one had removed him from his place. He had anticipated someone, or 
many someones removing him forcefully from the pod. When he had dragged 
forth the courage, he lifted his trembling right hand and placed it on the edge. 
His breaths were shallow and each movement caused a painful shudder. He sat 
up, his arms supporting his weight on the pod’s wall. 

He was alone. His surroundings were noting more than a concrete box. He 
crawled out and fell the two feet to the ground. He screamed as his ribs seemed 
to rip through his body. The room spun and Jack wretched bile onto the 
concrete. A minute or so later he felt well enough to look around. The ceiling 
and one wall were absolutely smooth and bare. The wall across from his casket 
framed a steel slatted security door and nothing else. Adjacent to the casket was 
a round steel panel, its diameter only slightly larger than the pod, which rested 
on a concrete pedestal. As Jack watched, the round panel slid open and the 
pod’s lid fell shut before it rushed out of the room, panel sliding shut behind it. 

His urge to urinate had now reared its ugly head again and, since he had no 
idea how long he would be staying in his cage, he didn’t want to just piss in a 
corner. He found no vents, no doors apart from the two panels. He did find a 
hole about the diameter of a baseball bat bored into one corner of the floor. The 
relief was immediate, and his eyes teared up as his bladder evacuated. He 
tapped and shivered as he sat back off his knees. He listened to see if he heard 
the liquid splash against some tank at the bottom. Nothing. Where it led he had 
no idea. 

Jack crawled up onto the platform on which his casket had lain, then looked 
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up at the slatted panel and thought better of it. Instead he sat on the floor with 
his back against the platform. 

Sitting down was a bad idea. His stomach now commanded attention and bit 
in with fangs. He doubled over as his abdominals clenched and released. A 
wave of nausea hit his throat and he scrambled over to the hole. Nothing but 
strings of saliva and a small stickle of yellow bile ejected from his mouth. This 
wasn’t hunger; this was something else. Chills came next, amplifying every pain.

An hour later he was convinced his concrete cage would ultimately be his 
grave. Red and white pustules had gradually appeared on his legs and under his 
balls. They itched and broke open at his touch, revealing furious sores. His 
vision blurred, and when the chills weren’t wrecking havoc on his nerves, he 
was burning through his own skin.

All he could think about was the pain. At points the pain would subside and 
some memory of Calvin would surface, only to be shoved away by a sudden 
assault of the dry heaves or jittering muscle cramps. When the pustules popped 
yellowish white puss leaked out onto the floor followed by blood. 

Time was eternal. He would pass out, but only to wake in agony. After one 
last fugue he turned his head and found the slatted door to his right had opened. 
Beyond lay the exact same obscenely grey concrete floor. Across this floor were 
more slats. Another room, perhaps? 

Jack sucked in breath as another round of shivers shot through his muscles. 
He hardly had the strength, but found soul unction, a strange desire to live 
despite the pain, and slid, inch by dastardly inch, toward the exit.

Once his legs were clear of the door frame, slats fell in place behind him, 
one at at time, each with a loud clang that hammered his skull and caused a 
blinding headache. 

He lay next to the door, eyes closed, tears stinging the sores now growing on 
the rings of his ears. Eventually, the pulsating beat in his brain subsided.

Jack found himself in a long hallway. Slatted doors lined the hall for what 
seemed like a mile. In a moment of clarity Jack realized that he couldn’t see one 
lightbulb or one light fixture, yet that hall was as bright as a fluorescently lit 
room. He had no time to ponder this oddity as another round of dry heaves 
pumped his stomach. He passed out again, and when he awoke, he lay on his 
back, something hard beneath him, slatted doors slipping by at a frenetic speed 
on either side. 

He attempted to move his arms. Something invisible held them tight. There 
was a slight rock to his bed and this soothed, allowing him to drift off to a 
fevered sleep.

   

A myriad of shapes shifted in the darkness. Some were discernibly human, 
others distinctly animal, but what frightened Jack the most were their eyes. Each 
had bulging white eyes and burning red pupils. Those pupils pulsed, not with 
light, but with blood, blood and fire. And when the shapes had surrounded him 
completely, those eyes burst open from their center in a kaleidescope of fresh 
blood and orange-yellow-blue flames. His skin disintegrated, and he was left 
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with nothing but stringy muscles on a frail skeleton. He wanted to scream, but 
couldn’t. He wanted to move, but something held him tight. A hand clamped 
down on his mouth and he suddenly couldn’t breath. Uncontrollable overcame 
him. 

A light pierced through the shadows and heard voices.
“First case of slash-pox since the outbreak twenty years ago…The Prophet 

wants him scanned as soon as possible…”
He felt a prick on his shoulder, and two seconds later his vision cleared. A 

woman’s face swam into focus. The first thing he saw were her eyes. They were 
gold with flecks of black and yellow from iris to tear duct. An absolutely 
arresting sight. Her skin was a deep bronze and her hair was straight and as 
black as raven’s feathers. 

She turned, looked at something, and said, “He’s awake.”
Another face appeared over him, a man’s face, ruddy with blue eyes and red 

hair. He forced Jack’s eyes farther open, flashed a light in both, and nodded 
without a word.

“We are going to be putting you through a MagnaScan. It is very loud, but 
we will need you to lay as perfectly still as you can. Nod if you understand,” 
Gold-Eyes said. 

He nodded through the pain.
Her smile was perfectly straight and Jack wondered who these beautiful 

people were. Gold-Eyes stood at his head and pushed him down a short, white 
paneled hallway and into another room.

From the corner of his eyes he could see one wall paneled in thick glass and 
another opaque white wall that wore a hole not much wider than his shoulders. 
She placed his bed against the opening and he felt himself sliding without any 
observable force into the hole, which turned out to be a tube. 

He was getting a little tired of being shoved into small spaces. He was 
grateful that he didn’t have any form of claustrophobia, but he was wondering if 
he might not develop the phobia after a few more times of getting shoved into 
tubes. 

One blue line of weak laser light appeared across his neck and traveled 
down the length of his body. He heard Gold-Eyes say through some speaker, 
“Now, hold still. The scan will last five minutes.”

A loud KURCHUNCK, KURCHUNCK, KURCHUNK, resounded through the 
small space and he resisted the urge to cover his ears. He could feel vibrations 
in the smooth surface of the tube. 

He was nearly deaf when they pulled him out and was sad to see the faces of 
two blocky men rather than the gorgeous Gold-Eyes. They spoke, but all he 
heard was a muffled wah-wah.

The corridors whisked by, distinguishable only by the number of doors lining 
each one. The men said nothing as they pushed. With nothing to do but ride, 
Jack’s could hear his stomach complain. It was round empty orb that threatened 
to eat itself to satiate the pain. He was grateful that the other pains had 
somehow disappeared, but he was very tired of his bodily functions consuming 
his focus.
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The men finally stopped pushing, and Jack looked around. They had pushed 
him into a very long, rectangular room. The walls were still white. Steel gurneys, 
like the one on which he now lay, protruded from the wall to his right. These 
beds were spaced evenly apart down the length of the room. 

The men glanced at each other then pushed Jack along until they came to an 
empty space on the wall. They turned him and shoved his gurney against the 
wall with a loud click. Something on eiher side of him made a whirring sound. 
Jack strained his neck to see red numbers hanging in the air before a black 
screen. Each time a digit changed, it broke into blobs and reformed into a new 
number. The numbers were meaningless to Jack. “485” “17:13:25” The last set 
could have been time, except that the numbers only changed every few minutes, 
and all three changed at once.

A clear plastic elbow tube appeared and extended until its opening hovered 
above Jack’s mouth. Brown sludge slogged through the pipe and dropped in 
intervals onto his lip. 

At first he refused to open his mouth; he suspected drugs. But the redolent 
smell of meat and spices wafted so strongly up his nose that his hunger burned 
through, and he gobbled the first mouth full. Thereafter he held his mouth open 
like a baby bird, each glop like a spell that imparted ultimate strength to the 
user. 

When the pipe had bestowed its last gift Jack felt as if he could leap from his 
bed and run. He lifted his head and made to push himself to a sitting position. 
His back would not move. It was as if he were glued to the table by his own 
spine. Nothing painful was attached to his back, yet was locked down. He could 
even move his legs. Placing his feet and hands against the table he strained to 
remove himself. Sweat bled from his forehead as his quads and biceps bulged 
and bunched. No use. He was stuck like an insect collection specimen. He 
slammed his fists down and growled at the room. 

Nobody came for what seemed like days. After five feedings the brown 
sludge became unbearable. It was bland: the sauce extreme hunger overlaid 
horribly tasting food had worn off. Taste had become the devil. He refused his 
meals until the pangs returned. His body became a pile of refuse. The stale odor 
of sweat and rotting meat sludge slowly rose to unbearability. He was surprised 
to find that his nose accustomed itself to the odor. After a few days he couldn’t 
smell a thing. The machine sucked away his wastes. It brought back a question 
he had asked his teacher in elementary school. “How do astronauts go to the 
bathroom in space.” The teacher didn’t have an answer, but now Jack guessed it 
was something similar to the cup and tube system attached to him at the 
moment.  

Jack counted the days by his feedings. On day sixteen he believed he had 
truly gone mad. Gold-Eyes had appeared at his bedside between the last feeding 
of day sixteen and the first of day seventeen. She held a clear glass bowl filled 
with warm sudsy water in one hand and a white hand towel in  the other. She 
looked nervously to one end of the hallway as she approached, set the bowl on 
his bed and began to was his legs with the white hand towel, which she dipped 
into the sudsy water repeatedly. The water was warm and felt like aloe on his 
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chapped, dirty skin. As she neared the tender insides of his thighs he felt a 
stirring under the waste removal device covering his groin, and, although she 
couldn’t see his bodily reaction, he looked away, his cheeks flushing. 

Before she fled from his prison, leaving behind the scent of hope and beauty, 
she said, “please eat the food they give you. I know it tastes awful. I’ve had to 
eat it myself. But we need you on our side, alive, and I can’t help you if you 
starve to death.” At that she kissed him on the forehead and ran.

Over the next five nights she came to him. Her demeanor softened and she 
no longer looked nervous. He tried to speak to her, ask her questions, but she 
hushed him and said, “they are recording your voice patterns to assure 
themselves you are not a Sagarite. The instruments are dialed specifically to your 
voice. They won’t know I was here unless you clue them in to my presence.”

His eyes betrayed his disappointment, and even more questions threatened 
his tongue. She smiled and kissed his forehead. This still his restless heart and 
gave comfort. For the next two nights she did not come to bath him. He would 
have despaired had she not burst in on the third night with one of those odd 
black wands in her hand. 

She was tense and alert. “Get up. Quick.” She said and slid her arm around 
his shoulders. His back spasmed and he convulsed violently, his body falling to 
the floor in a clatter of bones. Gold-Eyes sighed, pulled a small red canister from 
her pocket, and sprayed its freezing cold contents on to his back. Gold-Eyes kept 
her eyes on the door and counted under her breath. After thirty seconds she 
again helped him up. The strength was suddenly there, although he was a bit out 
of breath from the exertion. He leaned on her as they walked.

“Where…are we…going?” Jack forced. 
“Out of The Temple first, and, if we don’t die, to my people.”
They entered another hallway. It was without any distinguishing mark other 

than the doorways it held. He reminded himself the he should hold tight to this 
woman. He could get lost in this drab prison. 

“We have to hurry. The computer notifies the Prophet if any prisoner is 
removed from his cot for more than ten minutes. And if there was no 
authorization for this act, the Guardsmen are alerted. Can you walk on your 
own, yet? The Cauteron should have reached your limbs by now.”

He let go of her and tested his legs. They held. He walked a few paces. No 
fatigue. 

“Good.” She reached into a pocket and removed a second wand. “Do you 
know how to use this?” 

Jack shook his head. He had seen Henry waiving one around, but no one 
had bothered to tell him how the thing worked. 

She sighed again and said, “ok, it’s very dangerous, so don’t point it at me. It 
liquifies anything its pulse touches. As a safety precaution it only sends a ten 
millisecond burst each time you press the red button. But it won’t fire unless you 
press the blue button. Understand?”

Jack nodded.
She slapped the weapon into his hand and began to run down the hallway. 

Jack followed.
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His balls slapped against his crotch, making him miss underwear. He asked, 
“why didn’t you bring me clothes or a jumpsuit like yours?”

She had no chance to answer. A klaxon sounded and the air around them 
pulsed with crimson light. 

“Kolf the Prophet!” She ran faster. 
They careened around a few corners and heard the loud clack of boots on 

glass behind. She pulled him into a side room and slung a few pulses from her 
wand at the approaching guards. She went to a panel inside the doorway and 
said, “keep them back while I work on this.”

The Guardsmen had  cowered behind a corner. He hid himself behind the 
door jamb, aimed his wand and pressed the red button. Nothing. “Shit,” he said 
as the guards came around the corner firing, their blasts bouncing off the glass 
surface of the hallway. Jack retreated a little, pressed the blue button and blindly 
stuck his wand out the door pressing the red button repeatedly. The guard’s 
assault ceased and Jack peeked out. They were cowering again. He fired as a 
head peered around the corner. The head disappeared, and the body fell 
forward, neck smoking. Jack pulled back, unnerved. Not wanting to do that 
again. 

“There,” Gold-Eyes said, and the door slipped shut, its edges disappearing 
into the wall. 

The room they had entered was not white like the hallway. Almost every 
surface was black. On the far wall florescent red rectangles blazed, two rows of 
five. Jack turned to see Gold-Eyes pressing her fingers to different points on her 
jumpsuit. The suit parted along three lines and fell from her body in several 
pieces, leaving her completely naked.

Jack had little time to stare at her beautiful form. A thatch of straight hair 
covered her mons pubis, and her breasts stood small but pert on her chest. She 
gathered up her her clothes and tossed them into a receptacle, which whirred 
like a blender when she closed the lid.

“This is why I never gave you clothes.” She said.
Before he could ask what she meant, there came a loud series of bangs at the 

door.
“Quick, before they bypass my security codes,” she said and shoved him 

toward one of the red rectangles on the far wall. She pushed on one, and a 
panel slid away to reveal nothing but darkness.

“Go feet first, or you will break your neck when you land. Try to roll to one 
side when you hit.” She walked up to the rectangle beside his.

“Hit what?” He asked as she climbed into the hole before her.
“No time. Just trust me,” she said and disappeared into the hole.
Behind he heard muffled mechanical voices cursing. Jack slid his feet into the 

hole. Its surface was cold and slick with some sort of fluid. A draft flowed up, 
making his balls shrink up against his body. “Trust me?” He whispered, and 
shook his head. Something shushed behind him, and he looked back. A guard 
stood in the door, raising his wand. 

Jack let go, and his body slid away as pulse bangs shook the slide on which 
he sightlessly rode. 
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Chapter 5

The angle increased, sending Jack faster and faster through the darkness. 
Adrenaline flashed through his veins, and he screamed like a little kid on a 
carnival ride. 

Light finally arrived, and he slowly realized what lubricated his slide. Blood. 
Then a stench unlike anything he had smelled before hit him in the face. He 
heaved out the little bit of meat sludge left left in his stomach, and it floated up 
his face. 

His body launched into mid air, bright lights illuminating his descent. He 
forgot what Gold-Eyes had told him about landing as soon as he saw what 
looked up at him from below. It was a face, twisted into a grimace, half eaten 
away by something, eye sockets filled with hundreds of yellowish-white maggots 
spilling out and feasting on tangled limbs and downturned, bloated bodies. 

Jack yanked his legs up and covered his face with his hands an instant before 
impact. His knees drove into his ribs. His feet slipped backward and he cried out 
as his body landed face down atop a man whose flesh slid off the bone like 
rotisserie chicken. Noxious gasses filled Jack’s mouth and nose, and he gagged, 
heaving out the last bit of mostly digested, brown sludge. He heaved until his 
side hurt. 

A hand came down on his shoulder. He jerked away, slip-sliding over a few 
more bodies like so many wet, lichen covered boulders. He finally landed on his 
side, curled up into the fetal position between slabs of flesh, and began to sob, 
partially from shock and partially from the pain he suddenly felt in his ribs. 

Gold Eyes crawled up beside Jack and slid herself behind him, slipping her 
arm around his shoulders and reached up into his trembling hands. “Shhh,” she 
whispered in his ear, “I know, I know. I’m not going to say that you will get used 
to it; you don’t. But you learn to bear it.” She squeezed his hand, “close up your 
nose as best as you can, and breath through your nose.” 

He did as she said.
“Good, now concentrate on my presence. My physical presence is all there 

is. Just you, and me. Just you and me.”
He was suddenly aware of how warm she was, how warm her middle was. 

He focused on that warmth, allowed himself to meld with it: to sink back into 
her; to be aware of only her, her body, her knees against his thighs, her breath 
against the curve of his shoulder blade, her belly against his lower back. The 
panic rolled away and brought light to his mind. 

They lay for an eternity. Gold-Eyes broke the nirvana. “We can’t stay here like 
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this.”
Jack didn’t reply. He didn’t want to let go of the moment. He was afraid that 

peace would shatter, and panic return. 
“We have to dig down. They’ll find us here if we stay any longer.” She pulled 

her hand out from between his and pushed off of him, sitting up. 
He shivered as the night air pulled at the moisture on his back. He curled 

tighter into himself. 
“Please, Cross-over, you have to listen to me. They will kill us if we don’t dig 

down. We will end up just like all the other bodies out here, if we don’t dig 
down.” She shook him by the shoulders.

It was like trying to wake up from a deep sleep. He just didn’t want to accept 
what she was saying. She wasn’t asking him to do this, not after all he had 
already been through. She had given him hope of comfort and then taken it 
away just as quickly. He almost hated her for it. 

You’re being a baby, a small part of him said. You might as well suck your 
thumb right here and and now until they come and take you away and vaporize 
you with those wands of theirs. 

Inwardly, he wrestled. Instinct won out. He would dig.
Gold-Eyes shook him again.
“Ok, ok,” he said, and uncurled like a cat. 
Digging wasn’t the correct word for what they did. It was more akin to a 

snake’s slithering. The stench increased as they descended, and, thankfully, they 
did not dig very deep. She squeezed his arm and they stopped. Blood rushed to 
his head, and although he kept his nose as closed as possible, the rotting stink of 
death still forced its way up his nostrils and into his brain. His body tensed as he 
tried not to heave. 

He fought to right himself and felt a warm hand on his chest. His hand found 
hers and he pulled her into himself, clinging to her like a life ring in the middle 
of a stormy sea. She slipped her arms around his neck. 

There was warmth in decomposition, but it was different from the warmth of 
life. There was no hope outside of the woman before him. Even the air he 
breathed was trying to kill him. He held his breath for a few seconds at a time, 
but each time he did take a breath, the smell plowed into him anew. He 
wondered if he wasn’t in Hell. Maybe he had died back there in the Jeep; had 
hit a deer, lost control and slammed into a tree. Maybe Agnus was right, maybe 
he should have listened to her Jesus talk. If so, he wished the burning forever 
parts had been true. This eternally would surely make a man go insane. 

His hands met at the nape of her neck. Something small and metallic 
extruded from the base of her skull.

They were silent. Somewhere above he heard a buzz grow into a low whir, 
which resolved back into a buzz and won into silence. This pattern repeated 
several times. They must be searching, scanning, he thought. The sounds faded. 
Silence returned. And after a while Jack felt Gold-Eyes reach behind her head. 
This required a great amount of effort, but once she succeeded, she touched the 
metal node on her neck, and jack heard a click and a low beep. 

Gold-Eyes then whispered in his ear, “Now, we rise.” And she pushed away 
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from him, struggling upward, through the crushing bodies. Bits of flesh and 
streams of fluid fell on him as she climbed. She was right, he would never get 
used to this. 

Ascent was much more difficult than descent. Rotten human bodies were 
slippery, and he slid backward several times into the pocket they had created 
together. But once he figured out he could dig into the flesh with his fingers and 
toes, a task that at first caused him to shiver with dread, the climb was much 
easier, and he found himself sitting next to Gold-Eyes, atop a man’s back. 

She had drawn her knees up into her arms. She shivered, and he put his arm 
over her shoulders. 

The air was relatively clean on the surface. He was able to breath a little 
easier and look around. Above was a roof, square with the surface area of a 
small city. Spotlights shone out, illuminating more piles of bodies. Four other 
piles, one at each corner of a deep pit. The pit was only a few feet wider than 
the roof above. Nothing seemed to hold up the roof, or whatever really hung 
above. Its surface looked as smooth and grey as fresh poured concrete. The 
piles, including the one on which he and Gold-Eyes sat were at least twenty feet 
in height. How many bodies each contained was impossible to tell. 

“Where are we?” Jack asked.
Gold-Eyes shook her head, “He calls it the waste pit. It’s where traitors and 

infiltrators go after they have been processed.”
“Who is ‘he’?”
“The Prophet. The greatest enemy we have ever known. He’s like an emperor, 

controlling everything. I’ve never seen him. Only his attendants and the Hiro 
have. He doesn’t leave the Temple; he doesn’t even leave the Inner Sanctum. But 
he controls everybody who gives in to his will through implants like these.” She 
pulled away her hair to reveal a tear drop shaped bit of metal rimmed with scar 
tissue. At its heart was a small red diode and around the diode was that cross-
like mark. 

“But, why would anyone submit to someone who does this?”
“Security. He offers both a good life now, and a good life after. If you 

castigate your body in his name daily,” she said, as if reciting a ritualistic prayer, 
“and take the mark of life on your neck, you will forever be safe from harm.” 

Jack scowled, “how is this safe from harm?” and nodded at the bodies 
around.

“Oh, nobody knows about this. Well, at least almost nobody. The people in 
Center Mound think that the stink wafting over the South Wall is the sewage 
plant. Those who know are so entrenched in his lies that they would ignore 
every evidence of his cruelty.” She paused and stared out into the darkness, 
“They sit by and watch as some man in a white coat extracts an implant from 
someone’s neck while the person is still alive and screaming. Then after the 
person dies, they take them to the slides and dump them out here.” She looked 
up at him, tears in her eyes, “I’m glad you came along. I don’t know how many 
more years I could take infiltration. I’ve seen too many people I care about go 
through torture and death while I stood by and pretended not to care. You saved 
me, and I don’t even know your name.” She chuckled and wiped the budding 
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tears from her eyes.
“I’m Jack,” he said, looking out over the sea of bodies, “and I’m pretty sure 

you saved me, and I don’t know your name either.” 
The corner of her mouth lifted a little, “Joan, I’m Joan,” and she broke down 

crying. 
   
  

Joan stood, almost slipped, grabbed Jack’s shoulder, and righted herself, 
“they’re here.”

Jack had heard nothing approach; yet, an instant after Joan stood, there 
appeared another square of metal, this one only a few feet above their heads 
and one tenth the size of the roof from which they had escaped. Directly in its 
center a small piece dislodged, leaving in its place a circle of light. The round 
piece of metal descended to a spot less than one foot away. Joan stepped onto 
the platform and turned, beckoning him with her open hand. He glanced up at 
the ship, then hopped onto the disc, and they ascended. 

Jack didn’t know why, but he expected another sterile white interior. Perhaps 
subconsciously he still believed it all a dream. But they now stood in what 
looked to be a cargo hold. Steel struts curved up from the floor like whale 
bones. Unlabeled steel boxes sat on wooden palettes around the room. Two 
young men in blue jumpsuits stood before them. One held a pair of white folded 
robes. The other stood stock straight, visibly straining to hold his composure 
against the smell. 

The man holding the robes said, “welcome back to the living, Infiltrator 
Joan.” He handed her a robe and she slipped into it.

“Thanks, Truman. How long until we meet up with the Science Vessel?”
Truman gave Jack the other robe and said, “Twenty three hours, as she flies. 

Did you want to contact the Kornad?”
She led them toward an alcove at the far end of the room, “No, Truman. Just 

tell him I found the Crossover that Henry lost in the Outlands. And that he’s 
welcome.”

Truman nodded as the four of them stepped into the alcove. A small circle of 
the floor beneath them disengaged from the rest of the bay and lifted the party 
through a tube. They passed two floors. One held beds, arrayed in typical 
bunkhouse fashion, with narrow aisles between and metal trunks placed at the 
foot of each bed. The second level could have been some sort of recreation area. 
Out of the floor came short conveyor belts spaced equally apart along the walls. 
Yet, what made Jack uncertain of the room’s intended purpose were strange 
straight backed metal chairs. He thought he saw prongs like lamp plugs 
protruding from the headrest. The chairs looked too much like what he had seen 
of the electric chair to not give him a chill as he rode upward with the other 
three.

The floor on which they stopped was not a room but a hallway. The disc that 
had carried them became one with the floor and no crack remained. An odd 
colorful mesh hung exposed along the right wall. Jack walked over and stood 



Keith Blount ePubTest

25

there, staring. It was alive with colors, which flowed, merged, swirled, rainbow-
aligned, then repeated the pattern. 

Joan came and stood next to him, “It’s the extranet. The Prophet has it 
concealed in his buildings. We see it as a waste to use material to cover 
something so beautiful.”

“What is it?” Jack asked.
“It’s our way of sharing information throughout the fleet. We can transfer 

information instantly from one point to another. I could tell you its whole 
history. I’ve put many histories to memory. Well, the little we know of history.” 
She reached out and touched the Extranet, then looked up at Jack, “we should 
get clean. I think Maddock here is going to expel his stomach contents if we 
don’t.”

Joan led them into a small room. Five closed stalls lined one wall. Sinks were 
attached to the other wall. No mirrors hung above the sinks. Joan stepped out of 
her robe, opened the door to the closest stall, and stepped through, closing the 
door behind her. A moment later the floor began to rumble.

Truman pointed to the stall beside Joan’s. Jack obeyed, removed his robe, and 
entered the stall. He expected to find a shower head or some sort of water spigot 
inside, yet there was nothing but stainless steel walls and a small drain in the 
floor. He turned and looked at Truman, “what am I supposed to do?” 

Truman scowled, “close the door.”
“I know, but what am I supposed to do after I close the door. There’s no lever 

or anything.”
Truman looked over at Maddock, rolled his eyes, reached out, and swung the 

door shut.
Jack shrugged, still quite confused, and turned around. A slot had appeared 

on the back wall about breastbone level, and out of it slipped an apparatus that 
resembled the mouthpiece of a breathalyzer machine. Jack’s younger years had 
acquainted him with these devices. Atop the mouthpiece were two bullets of 
rubber, an odd addition. He wasn’t quite sure why there would be a mouth 
piece of any sort in a showerheadless shower stall until the floor began to 
rumble and a pink colored liquid seeped up through the drain in the floor. When 
it touched his feet it tingled like some weak electric current. It was warm like 
sunbathed mud. He shivered as it climbed his legs, and when it touched his 
balls he gave out a yelp as it felt like someone had given them a brisk squeeze. 
He immediately gained a painful erection. 

The mouth piece’s use became evident as the liquid rose past his nipples, 
then his breast bone. Before it touched his chin, Jack clamped his mouth onto 
the apparatus, the bullets uncomfortably plugging his nose. He closed his eyes 
and the pink stuff flowed above his head. He sucked in, and sweet air filled his 
lungs. This was the best drowning anyone could ever ask for. And then his mind 
began to panic. The sludge didn’t drain immediately, and he could feel his 
whole body tingling, including the top of his scalp. What the hell was this? 
Would he be frozen solid? Disintegrated in a chemical bath? But the pink stuff 
drained away a few seconds later, and his irrational thoughts fell away as well. 

He looked down at himself. The stench of death had been replaced by the 
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faint scent of roses. His skin was as dry and clean as new linen. He pushed the 
door open and Joan was out and dressed in her own blue jumpsuit, her eyes 
even more brilliant against its azure threads. 

Jack was grateful that his manhood had returned to its at ease position; 
Truman and Maddock had left. Joan handed him a jumpsuit, “how do you feel?”

He unfolded the suit and put it on, wishing these people believed in 
underwear. “Cleaner than I’ve ever felt in my life.” The suit grew to 
accommodate his size.

“Good, we’ll check you in with the Captain, and then place you in a cabin.”
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Chapter 6

The Captain sat before a large bay window. The window domed up from 
the floor like a precise egg shell slice. The chair in which The Captain sat looked 
no different than the chairs Jack had seen on the second floor, the supposed 
recreation level. The room was circular and along its curved walls were more 
chairs, each occupied with another person. They all sat stock upright, their arms 
at rest, their faces slack. At the center of the room was an ever shifting console 
of figures, symbols, graphs, maps and other graphics Jack couldn’t identify. They 
weren’t holograms. He had seen this phenomenon twice before, once when he 
had met the ineffable Henry in the woods, and then again when he was invisibly 
tied to a surgical table back at The Temple.  

Joan slid her hand along the right side of The Captain’s chair back, and The 
Captain stirred. There came a sound like a sword being pulled from its scabbard, 
and Jack saw that the prongs protruding from the chair had been inside The 
Captain’s head via his implant. 

The Captain tilted his head upward, raising his eyebrows, “Joan? By El! How 
long has it been?” He stood from his chair, rubbing the small of his back. He 
raised his hand as if to give Joan a “high-five.” She matched hands and their 
fingers intertwined, making a conjoined fist. Their hands parted. 

“Captain Kennedy, this is Jack,” Joan said.
Captain Kennedy turned to Jack. The man was only an inch or so taller than 

Joan, but he held himself in such a way as to overpower anyone in the room. 
His hair was black with gray tucked in at certain points. His face was taught and 
brown, worn by worry. “So, this is the Crossover the Council was so worried 
about. You don’t look like much of a threat.” He held his right hand up as he had 
for Joan.

Jack matched him hands.
“He’s in our hand’s now, Frank. Even if he were dangerous, the Prophet has 

no power over him.” Joan said.
“And you made sure of this?” Captain Kennedy asked.
Jack was feeling a little uncomfortable being talked about as if he weren’t in 

the room.
“They didn’t even talk to him, Frank. For El’s sake! Am I going to have to go 

through this with everybody? I watched him the whole time: no implants, no 
probes. He’s his own person.”

“Very well, Joan. I trust your judgement. I sent my thoughts skyward every 
day for you. I’ll say, there is someone up there watching out for you.” 
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“Thank you, Frank.”
“Thank whom you like. The Sybil stopped me in the Mess Hall on the 

Science Vessel last week and told me to tell you that you should bring the 
Crossover to her as soon as you come to see me. At the time, I was a tad 
confused.” 

Joan scratched her head, “the old witch is at it again, huh? I’ll take him down 
to see her as soon as we dock.”

“Very well,” the Captain said, “Jack, we will have a sit down in the Mess Hall 
sometime. I’m eager to learn about your world.” He sat back down in his chair 
and connected with the prongs again. His eyes focused on something far away, 
and his face went slack.

As Jack followed Joan out of the Command Deck, he asked, “what were 
those chairs?”

“Chairs?” Joan asked, then said, “Oh, the Influx. Our own twist on the 
Prophet’s implant technology. We can link ourselves directly with the ship’s 
computers. We instantly know what it knows and can command various aspects 
of the ship. It took our engineers and physicists forty years to interface the brain’s 
electrical impulses with the computer’s much faster electrical current. It is fine 
balance between human interface, automatic control, and quantum shortcuts. 
This is the only way we survive against the Prophet and his forces. He still relies 
on full manual control, but our unmanned fighter pods outmatch his manned 
Hightails.”

“I see,” Jack said, although he understood only a mite of what Joan had just 
told him. Having completed an Associates Degree in Accounting, Jack 
understood more about numbers, balancing a budget and tax laws than anything 
about science, physics, and technology, especially technology as strange as what 
he had witnessed so far. 

Joan showed Jack the bunk he would occupy that night and synced his 
DNA signature to his trunk, which contained five jumpsuits and a sulferizer. She 
then led asked if he wanted to meditate in the Rear Observation Deck with her. 
He had no idea what this might entail, but feeling agreeable enough, 
considering the recent events, he said, “Yes.”

She led him to a different tube elevator and they descended down a 
featureless tube to a long hallway with several doors. The middle door on the 
right opened for them and they stepped into the most colorful room on The 
Cobalt. Its ceiling was flat and transparent, tilting downward toward the floor. 
Littering the grooved metal floor were a number of globular objects, each a 
different color. Joan walked over to a turquoise glob near the window and sat 
down. It enveloped her body and she sank back, her body a dark slash through 
the semi-transparent material. She closed her eyes and her whole form visibly 
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relaxed.
Jack shrugged and choose a purple glob. The feel of the glob taking in his 

body was exactly how he would imagine sinking into a pool of jello. It held him 
firmly and a gently in place. He felt absolutely weightless. 

The observation window, or ceiling, revealed whispy clouds, partly 
concealing a set of snow-capped peaks below. He wondered if anyone climbed 
mountains in this world. The mountains were his playground. He had climbed 
two fourteeners in his life, and on the second climb, he had almost lost his life 
falling down a crevasse in a glacier on Mount Baker. He was tied into his team 
mates, and shelf he landed on was thick with snow. He had broken his collar 
bone and bruised the entire right side of his body. But he had pressed on, 
refusing medical attention. It had been one of the most painful and miserable 
experiences of his life, but he intended to get back to his own world and do it 
again. He had to complete another fourteener, perhaps with his son Calvin. 

Exhaustion took him quickly down into sleep where shadow people flicked 
to and fro between massive black trees. Eventually the trees dissolved, and a 
face appeared out of the dark. It was his son, Calvin, his auburn hair turned to 
flowing strands of embers and his eyes a blazing yellow. Calvin spoke Jack’s 
name in reverence and said, “The Prophet desires of you to be the Catalyst. Give 
him that which he seeks and his power will overflow from your heart. Do not 
deny him his will.”

The air behind Calvin shattered, and an Otherling like the one which had 
tried to kill Jack resolved behind Calvin, one of its legs pierced the base of 
Calvin’s skull; and its multitude of eyes tracked calvin as he convulsed, rising 
into the air. 

Jack turned and fled into the crowd of shadow people. They pressed in 
around him, suffocating him. Their skins turned a bright crimson, and helmets 
grew from the outlines of their head like a time-lapse video of blooming roses. 
One Gaurdsman grabbed his head. Jack screamed and wrenched his head back 
and forth. The Gaurdsman lost his grip. Another grabbed his scalp, and fingers of 
that hand grew until they pierced Jack’s skull. Jack couldn’t move, and he 
whimpered at the pain. He batted at the arm holding his head and couldn’t gain 
purchase. The arm was as slippery as ice. Another Gaurdsman approached, and 
Jack could see the Otherling behind him. The creature’s leg skewered the base of 
the Gaurdsman’s skull in the same manner it had Calvin’s. 

The Gaurdsman said, “Inevitable,” and shoved his fist into Jack’s mouth.
Jack felt all his teeth break and his jaw split. The fist elongated and grew thin, 

slithering down his throat. He choked and gagged, flailing his arms and legs. His 
lungs burned, his bulged. 

A hand pulled on his shirt, and something yanked him from the darkness. He 
landed on a metal floor with a clang. He rolled over and sucked in two lungs of 
air.  

“You can’t sleep on Kinetic Gel! It will kill you. Kolf the Prophet, Theodore 
would toss me into the Outlands if I lost you.” Joan said.

“Um, sorry?”Jack replied.
At that moment a Claxon alarm sounded, and Joan jumped. “Stay here, and 
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don’t fall asleep in the Kinetic Gel again.”
As she was leaving Jack yelled after her, “What’s going on?”
She stopped at the door and said, “Hightails. The Prophet found us.”
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Chapter 7
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Chapter 8

“It’s hard to know what experience really is. Some theorize that the original you
— let’s call that person “You Prime”— always experiences one of the realities in 
which you lived. Say, if you died in a wreck with another vehicle, those in that 
universe would experience the grief or horror of your dead body, but this is a 
variant situation,  the other driver could have made one small decision 
differently, and temporally speaking he did make that different decision, and 
suddenly there is another universe, one where you lived. You’re dead, but you’re 
not dead.”

Jack wiped his right palm across his forehead and asked, “So, you’re saying 
we live forever?”

“Hell, no! Haven’t you been listening at all? Not every death is a variant 
situation.”

“So, we do die?” 
“Yes, eventually, when it is statistically impossible for you to live.” She took a 

puff from her pipe and blew a stream of smoke toward the vent, “but, and this 
one we can’t figure out, nobody has figured out why— it seems to be a law we 
can’t quantify— every once in a while something is constant through all possible 
universes out of one branch. And we’ve seen this happen! The most famous 
example being the two-thousand-four Super Bowl, when the San Francisco 
Giants won against the Chicago Fury.” She paused and took another drag, this 
time letting it out slowly and just sitting there, her eyes closed, a smirk on her 
face.

When she didn’t say anything more Jack asked, “So, what happened at the 
two-thousand-four Super Bowl?” 

The Oracle raised her eyebrow, “They. Won. ” 
“That’s it?” 
“Fuck.” It was her turn to rub her forehead, “Yes, that’s it. They won. In every 

single possible universe where the San Francisco Giants and the Chicago Fury 
played in the two-thousand-four Super Bowl, the Giants won. It’s as if God 
himself comes down or sends and angel in to intercept for the Giants. But no 
matter what plays are called, what penalties, who gets injured, whether it rains 
or the sun shines, the Giants win. And it happens more often than you think, 
too. The World Trade Center attack in New York, the presidential race in twenty-
twelve…wait.” She got up and stood close, “tell me, who won the presidential 
race in two-thousand-twelve?” Her index finger rose to his lips, “shhh.” She 
closed her eyes and hummed for a second, then said, “It starts with a B. Don’t 
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tell me; the spirits are talking.” She gasped, “a black president!? Oh my! The 
first!” She opened her eyes and grinned, “Barack Hussein Obama?” 

Jack didn’t know what to say.
“I’m right, aren’t I?” The Oracle wagged her finger at him as she reached for 

her pipe and placed the tip between her lips.
“Mhmm,” Jack said. 
“You’re from a branch of my universe, Jack. I wonder what I’m doing there 

right now. Maybe, I’m dead. Probably both dead and alive, really.” She 
shrugged.

“So, your coming here isn’t an invariable?”
She threw her arm up in an ex above her head, “touchdown! Ten points to 

Jack’s team. Actually, strangely, enough, there is no other version of you who 
came through. Now, of course, that you are here, there are many you’s out there 
doing different things already. Several of you died as soon as you got here.”

This part still hurt Jack’s head, and he didn’t fully get how there could be 
other Jacks out there, it just didn’t seem possible.

“But every other you before that continued on to wherever you were going at 
the time you crossed over. Same with me. I at first thought my machine was 
miscalculating when it isolated my cross-over as a singularity, but each time I 
calculated for that moment, the results were the same.” She shook her head and 
tapped ashes into a small blue box on her desk. It was almost overflowing. 

“So, what does that mean.” 
“I don’t know. As far as I can tell, nothing, except that in this world your 

entry is an invariable. So perhaps from this perspective, if someone had used my 
machine in this universe, before I came, then maybe they would see me come 
through in all possible fucking universes. But I can tell you one thing, you ain’t 
fucking nobody tonight if you get stuck with that look on your face.”

Jack shook his head and leaned against the wall. “So, why are you telling me 
this? Am I supposed to, what? Call you before I make a decision to make sure 
I’m making the right one?”

“Kid, guess what, I’m not really an Oracle. You can only make the decision 
that seems right for you at the time you make it. Anyway, my machine has been 
acting strange here. Most of the Sagarites don’t even trust my predictions any 
more. I’ve gotten about one third of them wrong lately. And I must qualify, the 
machine only calculates future possibilities and compares them to the little that 
loops back in the fourth dimension. So, I can’t see all possibilities, and I can 
only see possibilities so far into the future.”

She looked up at him for a second, and when he stared back she said, “oh, 
yeah, right, why I wanted to see you.” She picked up a leather pouch, worked 
open its string tightened spout, dug out some tobacco like substance, stuffed her 
pipe, and re-lit the bowl. After quick-puffing for a second she said, “you and I 
shouldn’t be here.”

“What do you mean?” 
“Well, at least in my universe, when we crossed over to other universes to 

observe, every universe we experienced was almost identical to ours and 
obviously a branch parallel to our universe. Small things were different, of 
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course, or even large things; but never was everything so completely different. 
Once I had built my machine, I began calculating to see how far back one 
would have to go to find a branch and follow it to a universe almost completely 
different than our own. It was at least two thousand years back. That would 
mean that, in terms of theoretical distance,  traveling to a universe almost 
completely different than our own would be like trying to get to Alpha Centauri 
with high density solid rocket boosters. You would be dead before you made it 
there.” 

Jack thought he understood, “so, if we aren’t supposed to be here, why are 
we here?”

“‘Supposed to’ and ‘isn’t supposed.’ There is no ‘supposed to,’ unless there is 
a God, which I highly doubt. It’s more of a matter of possibility and 
impossibility. I don’t like to say that anything is impossible, but this.” She set her 
mouth in a line, took a deep breath and sighed through her nose. It can’t be 
possible, not without some sort of strange outside influence. Flying Spaghetti 
Monster, heh.”

 “That’s why you asked me in here? To tell me that it’s impossible for me to be 
here?”

“Well, I did think you might have some input. But you’re obviously as dumb 
as a stick.” She went back to smoking her pipe. 

“Well, I’m not a fucking physicist, am I? I thought YOU might have some way 
for me to get back home to my son. But, nooo, you’re as fucking confused as I 
am. With all your fucking knowledge, you’re still as dumb as a stick too!” He 
threw the side of his fist into the wall, which was as hard as stone —the impact 
hurt like hell— and turned to walk out of the glider.

“Jack,” he heard behind him, “I hope you get back home…I hope we both 
do.”
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