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Chapter One

	Just Another Story

	 

	One day Craig Breene would see it all. Quite literally, in fact. Almost every single possible thing. He would see so much, it would haunt him to the end of his days which, to his benefit, wouldn’t be long thereafter. This would not be his choice. If he had a say in the matter, he would have done things differently. Instead, his life would veer so horrifically off-course that he would have a hand in the collapse of existence and the end of all things. 

	All of that, of course, was yet to come. For now, he was just yet another office drone who had to get through lunch.

	Not that lunch was a particularly large hassle, but the grease of the office cafeteria’s sloppy joes kept dripping onto Craig’s pad of graph paper. His notes and drawings were, bit by bit, consumed by stains ranging in color somewhere between orange and transparent orange. 

	“Aw, crap!” Craig whined, attempting to rub off the grease with his thumb. Failing that, he balled up the top sheet and added it to the small pile of similarly crumpled notes at the corner of his lunch tray. Another afternoon’s work ruined.

	Craig grumbled to himself as he finished up the last bits of his sandwich. Emptying his tray into the trash, he took the elevator back up to the fifth floor. 

	The doors dinged open into an office bustling with activity. The harsh, staccato clacks and carriage returns of typewriters elbowed for room alongside their buzzing modern brethren—line printers and telex machines. If someone had thrown a xylophone into a nest of angry wasps because they had been told it would be profitable, they would have built this office. 

	Consolidated Futures Inc.—established 1983—began as a small firm specializing in trading commodities futures for maximum return. Now, nine years later, they were a small-ish firm doing the same thing. Craig, always leaning more into the creative aspects of his personality, found the entire business model incredibly boring. He could barely wrap his head around the basic premise. Luckily for him, he wasn’t hired to understand the point of the company. Instead, he’d been brought on to spearhead technology initiatives to advance financial analysis and improve profitability since he was pretty good with computers.

	Craig sidled into his very cramped eight-foot by six-foot beige cubicle, and booted up his computer—one of the few new devices on the floor. It was why he’d really joined the company—access to their advanced machines. He’d do his best to do whatever it was they wanted him to do during the day, but Craig would do the things he really wanted to do at night. Though he’d have to keep it quiet. In any case, he’d keep his head down and concentrate on his work until the office was empty. Craig’s computer finally finished booting up, the cursor on the screen barely materializing before his attention was demanded elsewhere.

	“So, what’s this?”

	Craig spun around in his chair and was greeted by a six-foot mountain of a man. Marcus Espinoza had a strong, chiseled jawline, framed by a mop of brown curls Craig noticed almost daily—although he’d never tell Marcus. He also dressed sharper than Craig ever could, in a deep navy power suit. It’s what all the other guys wore in sales and marketing, and they put Craig’s faded polo shirts and khakis to shame. What all the other sales and marketing guys didn’t have, though, was a crumpled piece of graph paper with oil and grease stains all over it. Craig’s eyes widened.

	Marcus unrumpled the paper with his thick, fumbly fingers, squinting at it before turning it to face Craig. “What is this, some kinda minotaur?”

	“No, it’s not a—” Craig yanked the paper out of Marcus’s hands, before collecting the few scraps left in his strong grip. “It’s not a minotaur. It’s . . . just a different kind of monster altogether.”

	“Alright, well”—Marcus pulled up a chair from an empty cubicle and sat on it backwards—“what’re you doing making monsters? Aren’t you supposed to be working on our—whatever it is? Computational finance.”

	“Yeah.” Craig pushed his thick glasses up his nose and turned back to his computer. “I’m . . . uh . . . working on it. This is something I do in my downtime.”

	“Dungeons and Dragons, right?” 

	Craig had met Marcus in college and invited Marcus to play with his D&D group—hoping the experience would spark something. It didn’t, but they stayed close friends—which was the absolute least Craig could hope for. He had been the best man at Marcus’s wedding—a bittersweet experience to say the least—and Marcus was the one who had gotten him the job at Consolidated Futures, touting Craig as one of the smartest guys he knew. And now Craig had to admit he was wasting the company’s time and resources on a frivolous hobby. He wondered how Marcus would take it.

	“No, not exactly like Dungeons and Dragons.” Craig cleared his throat. “Well, similar. I’m trying to make a game. Like a video game. A text adventure.”

	“Text adventure?” Marcus cocked his head.

	“Have you ever heard of Zork?”

	“What the hell is a zork?” 

	“Oh, um . . . okay. Let’s maybe back up a second?” There was a part of Craig that regretted trying to explain all of his stupid nonsense to Marcus, but there was another part that hoped just maybe they’d bond a little more over this. It was this second part that continued running its mouth. “It’s—how do I put this—like an interactive story. Done mostly through text and pictures. Not like a regular Nintendo game. You get to tell the computer how you want to go through the story.”

	“Like a choose-your-own-adventure thing?” Marcus grimaced as Craig nodded. “Why can’t you just make something cool looking, like Mortal Kombat?”

	“I would, but the technology isn’t there yet.” Craig picked up the July ’92 issue of Electronic Gaming Monthly he’d hidden between stacks of paper on his desk. “The stuff out there now—even dedicated arcade games like Mortal Kombat—is pretty barebones. The story I want to tell is incredibly deep and complex. It’d take hundreds of video game cartridges for just the initial levels.” 

	Marcus sighed. “Alright. I’ll bite. What’s the big deal with the story?”

	“It’s gonna sound really dumb . . .” Craig looked down.

	“Craigo.” Marcus gave him a tap in the arm. “Try me.”

	Craig loved Marcus’ openness. He didn’t have to be as worried as he was about telling him everything.

	“It’s based on a story my mom told me as a kid,” Craig started.

	“Of course it is.” Marcus was well aware of the close bond Craig shared with his mother. 

	“She used to tell me a bedtime story about something called the Order of Steel Knights who protected the Holy Realm against a giant evil monster who’s bent on destroying everything. She was super creative. A real story teller.”

	“So, what’s this monster look like?” Marcus leaned forward. “Giant green thing with a hundred arms and a hundred eyes?”

	“Well, I haven’t gotten that far yet, but I’ll keep it in mind. Anyway, my mom told this story a lot, but often times she’d change different details or add new elements. Like these two legendary heroes the Steel Knights needed to summon to help them. Sometimes the heroes were best friends.” Craig looked away. “When my parents got divorced, the heroes became worst enemies. Context aside, the Knights always had to bring them together to defeat the monster.

	“So recently I got to thinking, what if all of these different versions of the story were all equally different universes in the same multi-verse system? Like in comic books?”

	“Awright, that’s a neat idea.” Marcus nodded. “So what would the game be about?”

	“In the game, you’re one of these Steel Knights who discovers an elixir which allows you to jump between hundreds of different universes. Some are normal with minor changes. Some can be really strange. But they could be absolutely anything you could think of.”

	“What, like a universe where hamburgers eat people?”

	“Yeah, okay . . . I guess that could be one of them.”

	“Hahah, awesome.” Marcus smirked. “Sorry. Keep going.”

	“And while you’re jumping through these universes, you find out this dark and terrible monster is also traveling from universe to universe and destroying each of them. You have to stop the monster. But the only way you can stop him is by uniting the two chosen heroes in each universe, using the items and knowledge you gain on your quests in different realities.”

	“Whoa.” A wave of understanding washed over Marcus’s face for a moment, as if he was really picking up on Craig’s excitement. “That’s actually pretty cool.”

	Craig smiled as a warm glow filled his chest. “Thanks, Marcus.”

	“But, you’re right. It sounds really hard to put together. A thousand CD-ROMs wouldn’t even do it.”

	“That’s why I decided on doing it as a text adventure,” Craig said. “Keeps things simple.”

	“Yeah, well, that won’t sell. You think my little kid would wanna read everything that happens instead of something like Sonic the Hedgehog or Mario or whatever? You gotta have flash!” Marcus threw his hands up in the air, directing an invisible movie. “Animations! Battle sequences! Maybe make it 3D! That’ll be what really moves units.”

	Craig frowned. Maybe Marcus hadn’t understood what he was going for, after all. “I never really thought about it from a business standpoint before. I just wanted to make this thing for people like me to enjoy.”

	“Well, how else am I going to justify my investment in this amazing opportunity?” A grin spread over Marcus’ face.

	“What are you talking about?”

	“Craig, this company makes a stupid amount of money doing nothing. I make a stupid amount of money doing nothing. It doesn’t really make sense. We’re just investing other people’s money and getting a cut. We’re not producing anything. Believe me, making money is nice. But if you make your game half as cool as it sounds, we could make a bunch of money and produce something a bunch of kids will love. It’d be nice to have that kind of impact.”

	Craig had never thought about it in quite those terms, but Marcus’s point resonated with him. Leaving his mark on the world would be a dream come true, much more than trudging through investment technology mumbo jumbo. Not to mention, he would be able to work closely with Marcus on something they’d both be invested in. The thought sent a pleasant tingle down his spine.

	“So, if I got the company to front you the money for better machines to keep you developing,” Marcus continued, “could we go halvsies on your game?”

	“Wouldn’t we get in trouble for that?”

	“We would, if I didn’t do it all quiet-like. There’s an empty room in the basement we can use. And when we deliver a kick-ass product, the board won’t be able to thank us fast enough. Ask for forgiveness, not permission.”

	Craig nodded.

	“So, are you in?”

	Craig’s eyes sparkled. “Yes, absolutely.”

	“Very cool.” Marcus flashed a thumbs up at him as he rose to leave. “Now listen, put together a list of everything you need, we can go over it together and see how we can get this done, alright?”

	“Yeah,” Craig said. “Yeah. I’ll do that.”

	The thumps of Marcus’ thick brown dress shoes were swallowed up by the thick office carpeting as he strode away. Craig—truly, deeply happy for the first time in a long while—smiled as he swiveled back toward his computer and the blinking green cursor.

	* * *

	Craig’s apartment was a sparse little box of a place in a small neighborhood known as Squalor’s Wallow. The area was run down, but the state had promised several new infrastructure programs aimed at rejuvenating the area in the next five years. Nevertheless, Craig tried not to spend much time in the area to avoid depressing himself and mainly used his apartment to sleep and call his mom.

	“Hey, mom.” 

	It was the latter he was doing right now, because Craig, having had powered through ten more hours of work, found out he didn’t really need that much sleep to function.

	“Oh, Craigy! How’re you doing?” His mother’s sweet tones wafted through the headset. She had never really approved of his lifestyle, but they were still on very friendly terms.

	“I’m okay, just really tired.”

	“Tired? What’s wrong?”

	“Just a really long day at work. People have been bugging me on a hundred different things. Sometimes I just can’t take the stress. It’s like I’m giving my life to this company.”

	“Craig.” His mother adopted her stern tone. Craig could almost see her finger wagging. This was what she disapproved of. “I told you a hundred times, you need to quit that place. Come to the agency. You’d be appreciated here.”

	“I don’t want to work for the government, mom. I want to stay here.”

	“Why? You seem to hate it.” She paused. “Wait, is this about that Marcus?”

	“Nooooooooo.” Craig stretched out the word so much it turned into a yes.

	“Oh, good god,” his mother moaned, “for the hundredth time. I don’t trust that kid. He’s always been in it for himself, and he’ll drop you as soon as things start to go south. Frankly, I don’t even think he likes you very much.”

	“Not true, mom.” Craig smirked. He always had come to Marcus’s defense when he talked to his mother. It didn’t matter that he’d found Craig a job or had stuck by him since college. She just didn’t like him. But today, he had just the ammo to disprove her suspicions. “I pitched him my video game idea today and he’s willing to back me. It might be a ton more work, but it’s something that’ll be fun.”

	“Video game? Like one of the Nintendos?”

	“Kinda. It’s an idea I’ve had for a while. It’s actually based on the stories you told me when I was a kid!”

	“What? The Steel Knight stuff? Oh, Craig. That was just a fairy tale. I never got all the details right. All you wanted to hear was stories about a knight and a monster. It’d be a miracle if I managed to tell you the same story twice.”

	“That’s part of it!” Craig beamed. “Oh, I can’t wait for you to see it. With Marcus’s help, I’ll get it done even quicker. It’s going to be really cool.”

	“I dunno, sweetie. It’s a cute idea and it’s very sweet, but Marcus might just see the dollar signs. He might be using you for a profit. Believe me. I’ve met guys like him before.”

	Craig’s mouth flattened. “You mean Dad?”

	“In not so many words . . . yes. But that’s beside the point. You don’t need him to be successful. If you come work for the agency, you’ll be paid really well and get to buy all the equipment on your own. No need to be dependent on Marcus.”

	“You don’t understand, mom.” She and Craig were not on the same page. Being linked with Marcus was the icing on the cake. “I just need to do these things myself. I’m not a kid anymore.”

	“I’m just trying to look out for you, Craigy. I’ve been there.”

	“I know, thank you.” 

	“Alright, honey.” His mother’s tone zipped to hushed and impatient. “I gotta go. A fax just came through.”

	“Where’re you going this time?” Craig knew his mom’s job always kept her moving. She’d never divulge the nature of her business, but she often had to leave at the drop of a hat. All she’d tell him was it was government work.

	“You know I can’t say. But it starts with a ‘Czech’ and ends with a ‘Slovakia.’ At any rate, you just be careful, okay? Call me in a few days. I love you. Bye!”

	“Love you, too, mom. I promise, I know what I’m doing. Stay safe.”

	Craig sat in silence for a long while before he realized he had absolutely no idea what he was doing.

	
Chapter Two

	You Don’t Have To Be Dead To Work Here, But It Helps

	 

	The ID card’s smooth plastic slid easily between Detective Rex Calhoun’s thumb and forefinger. He flipped it around in his hand, allowing the black and red company logo to announce itself, although it hardly needed the introduction. Anyone who lived in this city longer than a week recognized the brand.

	“The Future Group. What a surprise.” Calhoun smirked.

	But it wasn’t a smirk of happiness. Oh, no. Rex Calhoun had never been happy. He was born a curmudgeon. No, his smirk came from the self-satisfaction of having been proven right. A smirk that only came from knowing you’d soon be able to tell your goddamn boss “I told you so.”

	But before he could say those words, there was work to be done. Leaning back on his haunches, Calhoun studied the body. The cloudy eyes of a fifty-something man, separated only by a precise, gaping bullet hole between them, gazed at the evening sky. The corpse’s face was a grim death mask at odds with the wide grin the man had on his ID.

	It struck Calhoun as odd. What kind of twisted psychopath actually smiled in their work ID photo? Certainly a different kind of psychopath than the one who murdered this guy in the middle of an apartment complex.

	The corpse was the third in a set of dead bodies Calhoun had championed as linked, despite being repeatedly reprimanded by Chief Braddock. Braddock refused to attribute the killings to a single person. To be fair, the victims and methods had all been wildly different.

	The first death was the most high profile. A state senator had been found slumped over her desk after a long night. Since she had been a bit up there in years, it was ruled an unfortunate cardiac arrest. No one looked into it further.

	Two weeks later, the next one turned up: an agent at a highly reputable commercial and industrial real estate firm. His death was not quite as inconspicuous. His head had exploded. Ballistics had identified traces of a high-powered sniper rifle.

	At the time, Calhoun had been side-lined. He’d just closed a particularly troubling case regarding gangland activity in the neighborhood of Squalor’s Wallow. The gang activity wasn’t what was troubling him, however. It was the fact he couldn’t remember much about it. A whole week of his life had been wiped from his memory. He hadn’t told anybody about it, but he did see a doctor. The most probable cause was a series of mini strokes, but Calhoun refused to believe that. Even though he had managed to single-handedly bring a key gang member to justice, Calhoun was still as much a grump as ever. The copious amount of paperwork didn’t help matters. Paperwork that was still unfinished. But these new killings caught Calhoun’s eye and, eager to prove to himself that he was sharp as ever, he went on a digging expedition.

	He paid the senator’s body a visit in the morgue and gave it a more thorough examination, enlisting the help of Carrie McDermott, an ambitious CSI on loan from the 35th Precinct, where the senator’s office had been located. She was young, but capable, and Calhoun saw something in her. But he couldn’t say exactly what—or why. Yet another thing he couldn’t remember. It set his teeth grinding.

	Calhoun knew his faith had been well placed when McDermott managed to find a pinhole wound in the back of the Senator’s neck, something even the medical examiner missed. 

	Or covered up. 

	Given the lack of any damage or evidence of struggle in the senator’s office, Calhoun and McDermott conjectured she had been secretly injected with some sort of slow-acting poison during the day. But, since it had been so long since her death, a tox screen wouldn’t return any reasonable results.

	When Calhoun brought this theory up to Braddock, the man called him crazy, demanding he remove himself from the investigation and finish his pending paperwork immediately. So, of course, Calhoun called in a few favors and amassed whatever records he could find on the senator and the real estate agent. There was very little overlap. As far as he could tell, the two of them had never been in the same room together, let alone the same building.

	The one piece of connective tissue catching Calhoun’s eye was the commonality in their line of work. The senator had tirelessly championed corporate rights and had submitted multiple bills to the State Senate advocating for increased subsidies for The Future Group. She ranked the company among the greatest institutions of the new millennium. Likewise, the real estate agent —while he still had his head—brokered several large real estate deals for The Future Group over the past decade, granting them the rights to run industrial piping through and around most of the plots they owned.

	It had taken Calhoun around three weeks to find this tenuous link, but it was something. He had been planning to drill into the specifics of these land and piping deals when he heard about the death of Arthur Birch. The man who was found lying face up in the center of the Berman Towers Apartment complex, on his way to work . . . at The Future Group.

	Calhoun had called McDermott up immediately and demanded she meet him on the scene. 

	Around the central plaza of the complex—past the aesthetically pleasant shrubbery—uniformed cops milled about, cordoning off the immediate area and herding residents back toward the streets or into the lobbies. The low buzz of their voices actually made for calming background noise. Though Calhoun hoped none of them would squeal to Braddock that he was stalking around.

	 Calhoun stood, but seeing the body from a higher vantage point did nothing to help. He glanced across at McDermott, whose thin fingers danced across a tablet, scrolling through information she thought would be relevant. Unlike Calhoun, McDermott was usually the talkative sort, but she remained eerily silent while deep in the weeds. He wondered what she was thinking. 

	 “So what’re you thinking?” McDermott asked, disengaging from her tablet and coming up for air.

	“I dunno. I was waiting for you to tell me something.” Calhoun cleared his throat.

	“You’re the detective, Rex. I’m just the girl with the tablet.”

	“But this clinches it, right? There’s something fishy going on at The Future Group.”

	“They’re a business, Rex. Someone might be targeting them.”

	“Someone who kills a state senator? One of their biggest land brokers and . . . uh . . . whatever this guy did?”

	McDermott stabbed at her tablet. “Arthur Birch. Manager. Human Resources.”

	“Ah, Christ.” Calhoun ran his hand over his bald head, tipping his hat. “The poor schmuck.”

	“It’s kind of a rough link, Rex. I still don’t think Braddock is gonna buy that it’s some sort of serial killer.”

	“Well, Braddock doesn’t have to know about it. Besides, it’s gotta be a serial killer on the loose. Who’d want to murder an HR guy, anyway?”

	“About ninety-nine percent of the American workforce,” Carrie shot back. “They’re there to protect the company, not the employees.”

	“Noted.” Calhoun frowned. “Irregardless, I think there’s something worth looking into.” He pivoted on his heel and strode away. “I’ll see you back at the station. If anyone asks, I wasn’t here. And if Braddock asks, I really wasn’t here.”

	“Where are you going?”

	“Where do you think?” Calhoun called back as his powered his way across the apartment plaza, shoes occasionally scraping against the concrete. “I’m gonna ask The Future Group a few questions.”

	* * *

	 The Future Group was the city’s oldest and most beloved company, despite nobody knowing exactly what they did. Whatever service they performed or product they produced, The Future Group made a big splash with it in the mid-nineties and had been riding that wave as a powerhouse of the local economy ever since. 

	Despite its reputation for inscrutability, The Future Group was a very charming mainstay in the local culture of the city. In addition to donating a large chunk of its considerable profits to general public works, the company employed much of the citizenry and boasted the highest retention rate of any company in the nation.

	No one ever left The Future Group—apart from dying, a condition that had recently become more relevant—and it was very clear why. Employees often sang the praises of the company’s great culture and benefits, even if they hadn’t been asked about them. The refrain was always the same: they loved what they did (whatever it was) and none of them would even think of working anywhere else.

	And then there was Michael Duckett.

	He was a despondent worker-bee who sat in a beige cubicle on the fifty-third floor of The Future Group’s monstrous glass and steel tower, which loomed over everything from its position in the center of the city. Each floor’s windows were floor-to-ceiling, allowing Future Group employees to take in the whole city at once as they walked to-and-fro. Nothing was beyond their reach or visibility. Michael’s particular cube, however, was equidistant from every window on his floor, making the soft caress of natural sunlight an unattainable goal and fresh air the fever dream of a lunatic.

	Today, in the stuffiest of stuffy cubes, Michael hunted and pecked on his keyboard, slowly manipulating numbers for a purpose he didn’t fully understand. He often wished he had a job where he could actually help people. To do some good and make an impact. But he realized a long time ago, those jobs didn’t pay. The Future Group did. And with his roommate Stephanie Dyer still trying and failing to drum up business for a fly-by-night detective agency, Michael needed all the pay he could get. So he stuck around at a job that was the bane of his existence.

	However, Michael had found a new, more invigorating reason to come to work. As one of the thousands of people employed at The Future Group, he was given access to the company’s wealth of historical public and private data it had acquired through . . . various means and channels, and he was taking advantage of it.

	A few weeks ago, Michael and Stephanie had hurtled through the vast, strange expanses of the multi-verse that, up till then, Michael didn’t know existed. Despite the panic that consumed him—as it would any rational being—Michael and Steph had managed to find a way home. He never thought he would be glad to return to the drudgery of The Future Group, but he was. At least for a week. Then it became irritating all over again. 

	The entire experience, though, was hard to forget. Michael wanted to have washed his hands of the entire situation and move forward unabated, but it was naïve of him to believe he could. While he wasn’t jumping at every little noise that sounded like an eyeball-handed cow monster or giant robotic Franz Ferdinand, Michael had changed.

	Mid-way through their journey across the bizarre and terrifying alternate universes, Michael had been forced to address his shortcomings as a person and a friend. He’d realized he focused too much on what could go wrong and his own neuroses to the detriment of his and Stephanie’s friendship. It manifested in his constant annoyance with Stephanie—which, still, was often warranted—but prevented him from really seeing her as a person. It took a complete emotional breakdown for him to realize she’d been burying the pain of her parents’ deaths beneath her façade of flippant irresponsibility. She didn’t feel like a capable adult and was scared of failing if she tried. But the moment of vulnerability disappeared as quick as it came, and Steph was back to her normal jokey self. But Michael remembered, and resolved to be a better, more attentive friend.

	To that end, Michael had been scouring The Future Group’s databases for articles on the death of Stephanie’s parents. Sure, he had considered asking her about it but, given her hesitation to discuss anything substantial, he figured a covert search would be less painful for both of them. Maybe once he understood the circumstances, Michael could craft the perfect set of words Stephanie would want to hear. His job may have been unfulfilling, but he could at least use its resources to become a good friend. Unfortunately for him, searches for the Dyer family in The Future Group Archives turned up no leads. 

	What Michael had stumbled upon were documents detailing other activities of The Future Group. While looking up old newspaper articles for traces of Stephanie’s parents, he’d found small excerpts of coverage regarding something called LXR Chemicals and their co-funding of The Future Group’s major donations to a nearby prison. Weird, certainly, but not out of character for The Future Group. They were probably screwing somebody out of money, somehow. It wasn’t any of Michael’s concern, though, he’d be fine just as long as his checks were clearing. It was the knee-jerk response of a jaded millennial, and he was terrifyingly used to it.

	“Hmm.” He shook off his laments and pushed up his glasses. Perhaps he could start searching for—

	A sudden movement behind him triggered Michael’s highly toned office reflexes. He yanked the offending program off-screen and switched windows back to his work, simultaneously whipping his head around to see who approached. 

	It was no one. Just a few other office drones he didn’t recognize passing by his cubicle in overly jovial conversation. Michael breathed a sigh of relief. If anyone found out he was misusing Future Group resources, he’d be in trouble. It normally wouldn’t phase him, but his recent experience with eviction was one he’d like not to repeat. His current place was a barebones Private Investigation office in the seedy borough of Squalor’s Wallow, which—with some uncomfortable compromises with Stephanie—doubled as an apartment. 

	Michael chuckled as he switched back to his search. Two evictions in two months. Yes, it was the same old struggle in the makeshift Duckett and Dyer household, but after the craziness of a few weeks ago, it seemed everything had settled down and was finally going smoothly.

	“Hey, Mike-ster.”

	Until now.

	“Gah!” Michael jumped out of his chair and nearly his skin. He spun around to face Ravi Patel, who managed to maintain a grin through a long sip of coffee. “Ravi, what the hell?”

	“Sup, buddy?” Ravi slid into Michael’s cube, extending the word “buddy” as if he was entering a Paulie Shore impression contest. He peered over Michael’s shoulder. “Whatcha working on?”

	Michael nonchalantly fell back over his keyboard and monitor and attempted to hit the power button with his elbow. After flailing for a bit, he turned back to Ravi as if everything was hunky dory. He cleared his throat. “Um . . . nothing?”

	“Didn’t look like nothing.” Ravi took another sip of coffee, and then, like a switch turned off in his head, his interest in Michael’s doings was gone. “Anyway, just dropped by to tell you the good news!”

	“Good . . . news?” Michael raised an eyebrow.

	“I was gonna wait until the All-Hands Call today to let you know, but since you never come to those things anyway . . . I made Manager today, baby!”

	“What?” Michael could scarcely believe his ears. Ravi Patel was one of the most irritating, useless sacks of shit he’d ever had the misfortune of knowing. The man took forty-five minute bathroom breaks. Michael didn’t know what he did in there, but it sure wasn’t pooping! And he made manager? “That’s . . . good news!” Michael did his best to sound slightly positive.

	“Yeah, man. The Future Group is awesome. It really takes care of us, y’know?” Ravi smiled an empty smile.

	“It sure does,” Michael deadpanned. He always got his number-crunching done, but he never put in the overtime the others in his division did. Michael couldn’t quite understand how everyone else at The Future Group always seemed okay with putting in extra hours or working the weekends with smiles on their faces. Smiles like Ravi’s. Maybe Michael was just defective. Lazy. But he was okay with that.

	But there were times Michael had seen Ravi return to his desk and stare blankly at his computer screen for hours at a time. All the other times, he was socializing or in the bathroom. If that counted as overtime, Michael should have won employee of the year. It’s not like they were doing anything important, especially in light of the grand, existential scheme of things Michael had been introduced to in his trip across the multi-verse.

	“By the by, Mike-ster.” Ravi was on his way out of the cubicle before he leaned back in. “The call’s starting in thirty. You gonna come to the conference hall, or take it at your desk?”

	“Hm?” Michael, still awkwardly positioned over his computer, tilted his head. “I think I’ll take it here.”

	“You sure, man? We’d love to have everyone all together. Craig says he’s got a bunch of important announcements about this week’s new, final release. It’s gonna be a show!”

	“Yeah, I’m sure it is,” Michael said. “I’ll still take it down here.”

	“Alright, that’s coolio.” Ravi flashed a thumbs up, even though he was visibly disappointed. “But if you change your mind and wanna pop on up there, we’d love to have you. Just consider it, okay.” 

	“Okay,” Michael said through gritted teeth.

	Ravi began to walk off with his coffee again but turned back, as if he had forgotten something. Michael knew what was coming. It made him grimace just thinking about it.

	The employees of The Future Group had developed a particular quirk. They would always follow up any request—or any communication, really—with a simple phrase. 

	“Thanks, in advance.”

	Michael tried to will his face into a neutral position, if not a smile, but he failed. Ravi looked like he had nothing more to say, but once again, he refused to leave. He leaned on Michael’s cubicle wall and slowly swirled his coffee while clearing his throat. 

	“Thanks.” Michael sucked air in through his teeth. “In advance.” 

	Ravi winked and shot him a wide smile before strolling away.

	
Chapter Three

	Ad Nauseam (Again)

	 

	Stephanie Dyer relished the satisfying clunk of the staple gun as it discharged into the telephone pole, before stepping back to admire her handiwork. The neon pink paper screamed against the stark brown of the pole, demanding her attention—and any passerby’s. 

	She crossed her arms and nodded to herself. Steph had put together this new ad at the last minute, and while it wasn’t as great as the launch campaign for her fledgling detective agency, it was certainly one of the top twenty ads she’d produced in her lifetime.

	Of course, this flyer—along with its hundreds of sisters posted across the city and the internet—weren’t strictly for the agency itself. They served a different purpose, one likely to make Mike a bit upset. But it was for his own good. She had a duty to fulfill.

	Normally, Steph would have chuckled at the classic duty/doody dichotomy, but the disturbing events of the last month took precedence. How could they not?

	Weeks ago, through a disaster of time and space that may have very well been her fault, Steph had been propelled through a wide variety of super-neat alternate universes before landing two months in the past. There, she was confronted by a version of herself from an alternate universe. One which existed three years in the future. 

	Yeah. It was as confusing as it sounded.

	The logic wasn’t important and was, quite frankly, beyond her. What was important was that her alternate-future-self had told her Mike’s life was in danger, as were the lives of all Mikes across the multi-verse. 

	And if that hadn’t been the crap icing on top of an extremely shitty cake, the other her had also been very persistent that the two of them continue operating their detective agency. Why? She didn’t say, other than a stereotypical warning of “grave consequences.” Initially, Steph had no reason to distrust her other self, and she jumped at the chance to fight crime. But during the eight weeks spent living underneath her bed while waiting for timelines to sync, she had the opportunity to think. 

	She hated that. Steph preferred to be a “woman of action.” She hadn’t expected to mentally untangle a bunch bizarre sci-fi rigmarole when diving headfirst into forming a detective agency. Unlike the stuff she’d seen in cartoons, this weird logic puzzle gave her a headache. Probably because her life was on the line. 

	And Mike’s life, too. Without the intervention of the newly branded “Duckett & Dyer: Dicks For Hire,” Mike would fall victim to whatever mysterious disaster had befallen all the other Mikes in the multi-verse. And that’s why Steph had to ensure the agency’s success.

	Or did she?

	The more she thought, the more she realized—no matter what her alternate/future/whatever-self said—dragging Mike heedlessly into the rough and tumble world of private investigation was counterintuitive. If Mike wasn’t killed by some criminal or accidentally shot, his anxiety would likely cause a heart attack at the mere sight of any super cool action set pieces that were bound to come up. And, come to think of it, why would Steph trust a parallel version of herself, anyway? Steph knew herself and knew she wasn’t as reliable as she should be. 

	And Mike would agree.

	She’d been a shitty friend. Even after what they’d gone through. Or, rather, what she’d forced them into against his will: traveling through a rainbow of different universes fighting Cow-Men Supreme and a terrifying “Normal Al” Yankovic. It should’ve been a bonding experience, but she couldn’t bring herself to tell him about her deepest worries. Sure, she’d mentioned the painful memories of her parents’ deaths, which happened a few years before she and Mike met as kids. But she never once brought up the disappearance of her brother. It was the most heart-rending part she didn’t want to relive. They had been best friends. And he had vanished without a word. Without a trace. She knew he couldn’t have abandoned her, but that was the only logical explanation. Her brother had never been found.

	This multi-verse nonsense made her realize a lot of the shortcomings Mike had identified in her—as accurate as they were—stemmed from what had happened to her. She had just been a kid, but Steph remembered taking in the full weight of her family’s loss like a gunshot to the chest, even at 6 years old. 

	She bit her lip. Her buried and forgotten feelings were bubbling to the surface, and Steph couldn’t stand that. She didn’t want Mike to know anything about it. He would see her differently, and she would feel weak. Not like a woman of action. 

	It wasn’t like Mike would understand anyway. He didn’t even know Steph once had a brother. And he didn’t have to. She didn’t need to burden him with all that. He probably wanted no part of it. Hell, Mike didn’t even want any part of this detective agency. And maybe he was right not to, Steph decided. Despite the warnings of the future, she’d protect Mike and keep him away from this dangerous mess if it killed her. Better her than him. She certainly wasn’t about to lose another best friend. She’d changed, promising herself to be reliable and consistent.

	So Steph was going to do the only thing she really knew how to do—piss away money so the detective agency would become unviable. Of course, she could’ve just quit the detective biz outright, but that would’ve involved admitting she was wrong. She’d never done that before, so Mike would demand an explanation, and then it’d become a whole thing. It would be easier the roundabout way, allowing Steph to keep her pride. And it’d make for a cool little caper.

	It’d be fine. As long as Mike still worked for The Future Group, they’d have enough cash to land back on their feet, and he would be safe.

	Steph shoved her staple gun into the deep pockets of the oversized, comfy green coat she’d found amongst her brother’s old clothes almost twenty-five years ago. It was the only thing left from the time before she met Mike, and it comforted her greatly. She may not have her family, but she still felt like her brother was there. He’d help Steph keep Mike alive. She knew it.

	Steph dusted off her hands—well, the sleeves covering her hands—and pulled the lapels tight to shield herself from the chilly November breeze. Saving Mike would be a tough job, but doody called, and Steph had accepted the charge.

	She chuckled to herself.

	* * *

	A few blocks later, after her stack of flyers visibly thinned, Steph turned a corner and found her favorite raving derelict—a man with tousled brown hair and bleary eyes she only knew as ‘Homeless Joe.’ Homeless Joe sat cross-legged on the cold sidewalk with an empty coffee cup at his feet. His upturned “The End Is Nigh” sign was propped up against a nearby mailbox. Joe had a few problems—most specifically, toting his sign around town and shouting conspiracy theories at people—but he was otherwise a decent dude and could always use some help, so she felt a sort of kinship with him. Steph reached into her pockets and removed whatever meager change she could find, tossing it into his coffee cup. “How’s it going, Joe?”

	“We’re treading ever closer to the edge of destruction, Stephanie. The end is approaching. Not just the end of us, but the end of all things. Korthuu is coming. We must find the answer. The chain that links everything together.”

	“Aw, that’s great.” Steph flashed him a smile without actually listening to him. “Anyway, I’m going into this coffee shop to spread my literature around.” She waved the stack of papers in her hand. “You want a latte or something while I’m in there?”

	“Maybe just a coffee. Black with sugar.”

	“Black with sugar? Man, you’re weird, Homeless Joe.” Stephanie winced. “but I’ll see what I can do.”

	“Thank you.”

	Steph nodded and turned into the coffee shop. The tiny set of bells above the door jingled, but their sound was lost in the hustle and bustle of the clientele. It was the morning rush just before work. Steph wasn’t usually up this early, so she had forgotten it was a thing.

	As Steph pushed her way through the crowd, the barista called out an order. “Nicolynn! Small Skinny White Latte. Nicolynn!” 

	Steph sighed and got in line. She wasn’t much of a coffee person, but she knew she especially didn’t like Skinny White Lattes. She was only here to drop off some of her flyers for maximum exposure, and, based on the crowd, she wasn’t wrong. There were a ton of young attractive people here, any of whom could fill the position she had in mind. And perhaps other positions. But she’d burn that bridge when she came to it.

	“Ace! Large cappuccino! Ace!”

	It took a while, but eventually Stephanie reached the front. Leaning on the counter, making doe eyes at the guy behind the register, she plied her trade. “Hey, you. How’s it going?”

	“Hi, how can I help you?” The man’s eyes smiled back at her, gleaming pools in a sea of dark skin.

	“I’m Stephanie Dyer, you might have heard of me. Anyway, let’s cut to the chase: how’s about I buy you a coffee sometime?” Despite her other commitments, she had to try.

	“Um . . . uh . . . I work at a coffee shop.”

	“So?”

	“I . . . don’t need coffee.”

	“Yeah, but, like, it’s not about the coffee.” Steph tried to reassert herself. “It’s just like—y’know what? Forget it.” She brandished her papers in the air. “I’ve got some flyers I’d like to spread around, you guys got a place for that?”

	“Uh . . . yeah, back there.” He pointed at a table near the front window. 

	“Cool. Thanks.”

	“So are you going to buy something, or . . .”

	“Yeah. Whatever. Give me a large black coffee, with sugar.”

	“Are you still hitting on me?

	“What?” Stephanie blinked. She thought that ship had sailed.

	“It sounds like a euphemism. Because, like, I’m black and you want some sugar?”

	“No? What? Now you think I’m hitting on you?”

	“So you actually want a black coffee with sugar? That’s ridiculous.”

	“I didn’t ask for your opinions, buddy.” Stephanie slammed a couple of bucks and some change on the counter. “Just give me my shitty coffee and I’ll be on my way.”

	Stephanie trudged back to the front window to address what she’d really came for. On a small table filled with pamphlets and handouts for weight loss, guitar lessons, and weird religious propaganda about a flying space octopus, she found a small space, dropping her stack of flyers. Turning around, she took in the bustling crowd of the coffee shop—who apparently cared less about holy octopi, much less her advertisement. 

	So, she took matters into her own hands. “Anyone here want a job?” she yelled. 

	A dozen ears perked up. 

	“Get in on the ground floor of an amazing start-up! No experience required.” 

	A dozen more. 

	“And we pay handsomely!”

	In a stampede to the front of the shop, soon everyone was perusing her flyers. If she had a lot of takers, Steph could easily spend all her budget on salary, close the detective agency, and summarily save a bunch of trouble without admitting defeat. Mike would be safe—and none the wiser.

	“Stephanie. Large Black Coffee . . . with sugar? Stephanie!”

	Steph sidled back up to the counter and grabbed her drink, watching more and more people look at her ad. She smiled to herself. Perhaps her luck was turning around. An attractive woman with dark raven hair and blue eyes, swished by in a pantsuit. 

	Steph decided to try her newfound luck. “Hey sexy lady, can I buy you a coffee?”

	The woman scrunched her face up behind her glasses, holding aloft her coffee cup. “I . . . uh already have one.”

	Steph swatted it out of the air, sending her cup flying and spilling coffee everywhere. “Hey sexy lady, can I buy you another coffee?”

	As the woman stormed off, wiping herself down, Steph was left wondering why that didn’t work. Maybe she’d have to workshop her pick-up lines. 

	 

	 

	
Chapter Four

	Firing Solution

	 

	Michael turned back to his computer when he was sure Ravi had left a 500 foot radius around his cube. He didn’t want to be surprised by another pathetic attempt at having him attend the quarterly All-Hands Meeting in person. Those calls were bullshit anyway. Michael had more important things to do. He’d rather spend his day searching for information that actually mattered to him and Stephanie than hear the company’s CEO Craig Breene squawk about how The Future Group was actually a family with an important corporate mission to help the future of the world. And how their profits were continually through the roof. It was the same old schlock delivered through the teeth of Breene’s static, almost creepy smile.

	The only time Michael had ever seen Breene frown was in their face-to-face meetings during Michael’s early days of employment. Breene—after insisting Michael call him “Craig”—told Michael he sat down with all his employees, or “family members,” this way, but Michael hadn’t bought it. Breene said he wanted to make sure Michael was becoming “a company man,” and Michael sought to avoid that on every possible level. Michael couldn’t give two shits about The Future Group or its “corporate mission.” In fact, he wasn’t even sure what its mission was—except a bunch of hogwash. Michael only showed up because he didn’t enjoy the idea of him and Stephanie starving to death. The pay wasn’t phenomenal—and Michael had the sneaking suspicion that everyone else was being paid more than him—but it kept him covered. If anyone other than The Future Group offered him a higher salary, he would have taken it in a heartbeat.

	Breene, however, had no idea Michael wasn’t showing up every day for his health. So while Michael persisted in being content to do his job and nothing more, Breene goaded him further toward spending extra hours and joining in on more team events. Michael smiled and nodded through another nauseating talk about how he wasn’t living up to company expectations and could do better.

	All of it furthered Michael’s feeling that he was increasingly out of control of his life, merely another cog in an incredibly useless and infuriatingly inscrutable machine. He could only hide behind a mask of fake enthusiasm. Surely, he had everyone fooled.

	His phone rang, and Michael nearly jumped out of his chair. The trilling three-toned ring repeated a few more times before the auto-answer system picked up. 

	The Future Group had, in its early days, implemented an automated answering system for all employee phone lines. If an internal call was made between employees or management, the receiving phone would automatically pick up and broadcast the call on speaker. According to Craig Breene, the practice emphasized the corporate family’s ability to always listen. Much like a real family.

	Michael didn’t know what kind of family Breene came from, but it certainly wasn’t “real”.

	“Hello everyone.” Breene’s voice beamed enthusiasm over the tinny speaker. “I’m so glad you could all join us today for The Future Group’s Quarterly All-Hands Call. I have a ton of good news for us, especially regarding the upcoming release.
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