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—-Chapter 1
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Some tales tell what might have been, or what could be. The outlines of the future or past are seen through a thin gauze of action and adventure, characters and wit. Many worlds, shown in shades of light or dark as it may be. Other stories tell of how the bridges between those worlds came to exist. This is one of those tales.

—-
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Square pillars of buildings shone gunmetal gray and crystal silver on each side of Main street. One structure had a dark blue door of synthetic wood set in its side, decorated with round studs. Vehicles glided by like phantoms, their shades tending towards burgundy and cobalt. A thin figure stood in front of the door, arms akimbo.

His hair was watery pale, while his gaze was an intense gray.

The day before had been one of the strangest days Lenny Staff had experienced while working for Dr. Devi. And now this, a locked door with no note on the outside and no lights showing from within. The young man did not know what to make of it, or what he should do next.

The doctor was an expert in electronics and electro-mechanical gadgets, though he refused to work with computers or other AI machines. But though he was tall and well-built, he was not as strong as Lenny. So while Devi calculated current flows and Stato-tronic uplift for his newest project, Lenny had shifted crates of new material from the sidewalk outside into the storage bay of the doctor’s work space. At first everything had gone normally, Lenny’s mind wandering down familiar shadowed paths as he worked. But on the fourth trip with the Stato-tronic hand truck, he had noticed something odd about the support beam just inside the door.

It was solid metal, polished to a white sheen on the inside like most of the interior walls of the scientist’s place. Half-way up it, at about eye level, there was a dark purple stain on it. Or what appeared at first to be a stain. Lenny had stopped to look at it, puzzled at how it had come to be there. He was fairly sure that it had not been in that place when he had gone by it that morning, nor just a few minutes before with his last load of crates. It was down the hall at least twenty feet from the laboratory where the doctor was working, so nothing could have sprayed to that distance without staining the rest of the hall.

As he stood watching, the stain seemed to pulse, lengthening itself on the white post. With a start, Lenny let go of the hand truck and stepped over to the pillar, reaching out a finger towards the mark. It was a deep, rich purple color with a dark center, so dark indeed that it almost appeared to be a shadow. As he held his hand toward it, Lenny noticed waves of cold coming off of the stain, almost like the cold which came out of an open freezer door. More puzzled than ever, he snatched his fingers back just before contact and called, “Doctor Devi! Doctor! Come here, I need to show you something.”

Devi, wrapped in a white lab coat, came striding out of his workroom towards the young man. “What is it now?”

He had seemed irritable, wrapped up in his calculations. But as soon as Lenny showed him the stain, a new expression crossed his face. It was, the young man realized, very close to terror.

“Did you touch it?” The doctor asked harshly, after having peered at the purple mark for a moment.

“No.” Lenny shook his head, glad that the cold sensation had dissuaded him. Strange things had been happening in his city lately. Half-seen creatures knocking over garbage cans in the dark, leaving marks on the metal like fangs bigger than any dog’s. People finding cracks in stone that had stood firm for many years with no signs of impact or wear. One of his own best friends disappearing under mysterious circumstances. Lenny had become far too wary of anything strange to go sticking his fingers into it when it felt freezing cold on a warm summer morning.

“Good.” Devi had drawn himself up, face becoming stern and cold. He had dark gray hair and a long, solemn face which usually showed only intent interest in what he was doing, or a sort of wistful gentleness that Lenny did not understand. Now it was dark with foreboding.

“Put those crates away,” the doctor had ordered, “then go home. I won’t need you for the rest of the day.”

“But—” Lenny started to protest, when the doctor had cut him off abruptly.

“No! Do as I say. Who is the master here? I do not need you. Take a day off.”

Dr. Devi had strode up the hall into the laboratory, slamming after him a door that Lenny had never seen closed before. Puzzled, as the doctor had always treated him almost as an equal despite how much Lenny owed him, the young man shoved the floating hand truck into the storage bay nearby.

After stowing the crates, he trudged down the hall towards the door. His feet echoed emptily on the white tiles. The lights did not seem to cast as much brilliance as they used to. As he passed, Lenny saw that the purple mark had spread even further. With a small shiver, he had walked passed it and shut the door behind him.

Now he stood looking at that same door, gray eyes searching the faux wood surface for any sign of a note or explanation. It was not the weekend. No holidays would call Dr. Devi away on this day. And the door had never been locked to Lenny when he came to work in the morning. Even when he came very early, or late.

Finding no evidence of a reason for being locked out, Lenny turned away. He had already banged on the door and called for the doctor in hopes of being heard from within, but to no avail. Pacing along the smooth, dark concrete of the sidewalk, he stopped in front of his car. He had painted a bright red in defiance of modern fashion, with yellow flames along the side which his friend Markham Brood had insisted on putting there. Mark was into cars, not just as a hobby but as a passion. There was nothing he could not do with one.

Slipping into the brown leather smoothness of the driver’s seat, Lenny put his hands on the steering wheel and leaned forward against them for a moment. What should he do? The doctor obviously did not want him that morning, but Lenny didn’t have a reason why. It all seemed caught up with the strange purple stain which he had found on the laboratory door frame, yet he could not figure out a reason.

Sitting up with a shake of his head, he reached out to twist a knob on his dash. A light came on and a soft female voice said, ‘communications, on.’

“Plug me in to Dr. Devi’s main com-stay,” he ordered the car’s AI firmly. Her name was Sasha, but he did not quite like to call his vehicles by their name. It was just a computer, if a sophisticated one, and he could not think of it as a human being. No matter how close to it he was in many ways.

Markham, on the other hand, was one of those people who would have given his cars birthday presents with their names on the tags, if his rather thin wallet could have sustained that impact.

With a soft whirl and a click, the light on the car dash turned pale blue. The voice told him that they were now connected, but there was no answer.

“Leave a message.” Lenny waited a moment before dictating, “Doctor, I could not get in your door this morning when I came to work. No one answered my knock. If you want me, I’ll be at my apartment until tomorrow morning. That’s all. End.”

The AI locked the message into the doctor’s com-stay. With a flick of his hand, Lenny turned his car’s communication station off, before pressing his thumb onto the starter plate. To prevent theft, every car had a specific thumbprint locked into its memory when it was bought. If you sold a car to someone, or traded it, you had to reset the thumbprint by first pressing in your own, then accessing the computer to change it. Hence, ‘pressing the thumbs’ had come to be a saying for arriving at an agreement.

The car lifted off of the ground. The Stato-drive buzzed softly behind Lenny’s head. Using static electricity created by the movement of the car, the Stato-drive directly powered the liftpads which made it hover and move forward. Since perpetual motion is impossible on an earthly plane, the car also burned a small amount of liquid fuel to propel itself. But because of the Stato-drive, this was only a tiny amount compared to what vehicles had taken in the past.

Lenny was a proficient driver. It was not long before his hands and eyes took over the job of getting him home, while his mind wandered. The image of the purple stain on the doorpost kept recurring to him, dark and vivid. The cold he had felt from it had seemed to sink into his fingertips, so that they were still cold when he thought of it today. So many strange things had been happening lately. Thinking back, he could vaguely remember hearing something else about a purple crack appearing on a building within the last few days. Somewhere important, like the mayoral mansion or city hall.

Trying to recall it more perfectly, Lenny told the computer, “AI, play last Wednesday’s news report back to me. Second sector, third and forth graph.”

“Here it is:” Sasha began in her never-changing voice, “graph three. Citizens of the great city of Belltoh were puzzled this morning to find a crack in their courthouse wall. Approximately three feet long and six point five inches across, the crack was not caused by any obvious cause. Stranger still, they found the crack to be scintillating purple. Darker in the center, lighter at the edges, this stain was at first attributed to pranksters. But the opinion was reversed when scientists began to study it and found that it was emitting strange waves of cold air and particles. The scientists, headed up by Dr. Freeson of Sync-sign, have not disclosed their full findings to the public. More details to follow as they occur.”

The machine began on the fourth graph, but it had no more information on the subject. Lenny told it to stop the replay, while he thought over what he had just heard. There were purple stains appearing in other parts of the town, that much was evident. Unlike the one in Devi’s laboratory, the one on the courthouse had caused a crack to form in the masonry. Cracks were appearing all over in odd parts of Belltoh, Lenny had heard. From which he drew the logical conclusion that the other cracks might have something to do with the one that had been stained purple. In fact, they might all start turning that color and emitting unknown particles once enough time had elapsed.

But the big question was, what was causing these phenomena? And the question Lenny added privately to himself, though he would not have spoken it aloud, what did Dr. Devi have to do with them? Had one of his experiments gone wrong, creating this blight on the city? Or perhaps he simply knew of a government experiment which would cause them, some sort of queer radiation that they were trying out as a weapon.

His sentiments darkened by all that had happened, Lenny pulled into the multi-level garage near his apartment. It had walls of thin, tinted glass held together by pillars and beams of jet black metal. Through the windows he could see the shapes of many vehicles parked inside. The whole thing sparkled in the morning sun, reflecting and refracting beams of light across the sidewalk.

Lenny’s car turned magenta as he drove up the ramp into the first story. From there he took the lift to the third level, where he had a pass to park his car in lot thirty-three. Here, one wall was tinted orange, another purple and the remaining two a deep maroon. The cars were all infected with these colors, shifting their natural tints to mix with or match the glass.

The dangling ‘wipers’ on Lenny’s car brushed to a soft stop in his lot, like the bristles of a mop moving lightly across the floor. These helped create the static electricity on which it ran. They crumpled easily under it as it sat down on the smooth deck of the garage.

Stepping out, Lenny shut his door softly behind him. The cars Stato-drive automatically shut off, rendering the space almost silent. No one else was moving on this level at the time. The young man walked with clicking footsteps to the door in the side of the garage, which had a bridge connecting from it directly to the third level of his apartment building.

Renters of rooms were usually given passes for the garage levels closest to their own, so that coming or going was made easy.

Inside the bridge the carpeted halls of the apartments began, with their peach-colored walls and shiny, artistic decorations. When he was younger, these ornamental brackets in public buildings had given Lenny nightmares about metallic spiders chasing him down endless passageways, but now he hardly saw them.

The new thing was to hang clusters of fake fruit and vegetables on the walls of public spaces, but his apartment was too old-fashioned for that. As old, Lenny thought to himself with a smirk, as a man going on his twenty-first year. But fashions grow and die as quickly as grass blades in a field, here one year and gone the next.

There was a thumbprint lock on his apartment door, number fifty-eight, which opened it with a touch. Stepping inside, he let out a sigh and felt himself relax all the way through. No strange stains on the walls or weird creatures had invaded this space yet. It was still his sanctuary, his home, the place that he could be himself the most without fear.

The floor was covered in a thin black pad that was surprisingly cushy, while the walls were un-decorated cream. The one large window had the blinds drawn, cutting off the view of the city outside. In this comfortable darkness, little blue or green lights glowed. Soft humming sounds and the clicking of a real grandfather clock drifted through the air. With a light swipe of his finger on the wall, Lenny turned on the lights. Now he could see the desk which ran around two-thirds of the wall space and was covered in neatly spaced electronic gear. His main computer, with a holographic screen that covered the narrow wall, sat in the center of the desk on one side. Near it were printing machines, analyzers and equalizers, and his capacious workbench area. Drawers of tools and components were slung under the desk. Furthest along it to the left was his Violetfish display; an electronic fish tank which had realistic holographic displays of water, varying ornaments and neon fish in blue and violet colors. They reacted like actual fish to outward stimuli, fleeing from taps on the glass, or gathering curiously when something touched the ‘water’ at the top of the tank. The even appeared to swim about in the moldering castle at the bottom of the enclosure and eat the plastic weeds which grew there.

The other side of the room, near the window, held Lenny’s bed and a door into the tiny kitchen. It, in turn, had a door leading into a closet of a bathroom. He did not have a job that could afford him larger, more luxurious living spaces, but he was content with what he had. Every spare bit of change went into his hobby for electronics. And every day he earned money to live on, he learned more from Dr. Devi.

“Every day but today,” he muttered to himself, moving over to slump in the comfortable office chair in front of his computer. Pushing the chair with a slight kick, he glided on the slick wheels over in front of his work space. There he picked up an object which lay on the edge of the bench and inspected it closely, before letting out a sigh. Yet another unexplained mystery in his life, this one which had affected him personally.

It was a rectangular box of silver metal which he held, much like a large remote control in appearance. There was a few buttons on the front, a silver tube coiling up one side, and a slider on the other. On the upper half of its face there was a gauge which displayed numbers from one to twenty, the first five being marked in green, while the middle ones were orange and the last, red. It was obviously a homemade contraption, because of how the pieces were fit together both inside and out. Lenny had taken it apart to see what was inside and noticed the simple quality of the solder joints and wire wrappings. But one of the things which puzzled him about it was that he did not know what some of the major components were. One of them was a slim cylinder about as thick and long as his ring finger. This had some sort of faintly luminous filament inside, stretching across it like a fuse. The second was simply a blob of black, rubbery material on a chip of silvered glass, with a second, smaller chip set into it on the top. Despite his training in electronics and science, the young man could not figure out the use of these pieces, nor of the constructed whole.

Turning it over, he looked at the back. There were the letters S. L. scratched there as if with the tip of a knife, but nothing else to explain them or carry a message.

Setting the device carefully back on the desk, Lenny scooted over in front of his computer. He had connected it to his main Com-stay so that all he had to do was start it to see if any messages had been left for him during his absence. Turning it on with a blink of his eyes, he checked the message-board on his home screen.

The first item was an advertisement for ‘Tooth-Whitening Ultra-Paste!’ which he immediately erased with a swipe of his finger. But the second message on the list came from his mother, titled with ‘Son, how are you?’.

Selecting it with another blink of his eyes, Lenny had the message replayed. His mother had sent it from the Live Screen, so that her face appeared phantom-like in front of him in the three-dimensional computer, speaking to him directly:

“Len, it has been so long since we have seen you!” She began, lipstick bright against her wrinkled skin, “Father and I would love to see you sometime this weekend. We know you are busy with your work, but even you must take some time off to have a bit of fun! Sissy is coming as well, and we will have Orange-Goo with chicken dinner, your favorite. There is even a new episode of Inspector Drenchcoat for the family to sit and watch. Please contact us soon! Love.”

With that, the face disappeared, leaving only the cold, refreshing blue of his computer screen. Lenny twirled his finger thoughtfully on the chair’s arm. It had been a while since he stopped in to see the family. As the youngest of three, he had been the last to leave home. But it had been a fairly permanent leave-taking, with only occasional visits to uphold the old ties.

Not that he disliked his family; he had simply moved outside of their sphere. There was so much they would not understand now...

“But I should see them,” he told himself, nodding his head at the ‘send reply’ button on the message board. It tried to make a contact and found that there was no answer. For the second time that day Lenny left a message, this one with a live view of his face as he promised to stop by and spend all of Sunday with the family.

“That will give me tomorrow to finish a few things up around here and find a present to bring them,” he added once the message was sent. Flicking the screen to a news feed, he began to search for any more information on the strange stains which had been appearing about the city.

A strange noise by the window interrupted him. A faint clunking and clicking, followed by the soft swish of the pane being raised. With a start, Lenny spun his chair around to face that side of the room. The curtains bulged, feet hit the floor, and a figure came stumbling out into the middle of the room.

“Whoa, that was no easy climb!”

It was a young man wearing an overcoat of soft black felt. Underneath, his green T-shirt read ‘Galaxy Gas’ in large, bubbly letters. His face wore a bright, toothy grin under a plumage of spiky yellow hair.

“What are you doing here?” Lenny arose from his chair, preparing to fight if the newcomer meant trouble.

“Well, I saw all the antennas outside your window,” the stranger explained, obnoxiously scratching one of his ears as Lenny stared at him blankly. There was a cluster of small antenna outside of his window, for his radios and other electrical experiments. But they failed to explain why this young man had just jumped through the third-story window of his apartment building.

“So...I gathered that you know at least a little bit about working with electronics.” The intruder shrugged, pulling out a battered rectangular object from his pocket. “And so...maybe you could fix this!”

Lenny’s gaze focused on the box in the intruder’s hands, then gave a little start of surprise. It looked much like the one he had laying on his desk. A slight difference in button color and spacing, a different shade of paint on the metal; that was all. And the fact that it had a fifth button on its face, large and oval, with the word ‘Panic!’ written above it in drippy red paint.

“Where did you get that?” Lenny exclaimed, stepping forward and reaching out for the box.

But the stranger pulled it away from him. “Whoa, hold on a minute! Do you even know what this is?”

Lenny paused, meeting his gaze for a moment. He turned and stepped over to the desk, picking up the one that lay there.

“It’s one of these.”

The stranger’s face showed almost comical surprise. “Hey, I didn’t think that anyone else had invented a Di-jump like mine. Did you make that? Does it work?”

Lenny shook his head, handing it over. “No, I didn’t make it. I don’t even know what it is. A friend of mine, her name was Sara Lancaster, she made it...I think. I don’t really know. I found it in her house, laying on the floor, one day when I came to pick her up for lunch. She...had hinted about some strange and powerful technology that she was playing with, but had not told me what it was.”

The strange young man gave him a sympathetic look. “Tough. She must have made it in secret. It’s strangely like mine. Do you think she left it behind for you on purpose?”

Lenny blinked. The thought had not occurred to him before. With a shake of his head, he answered, “I don’t even know what it is, like I said. Sara had been, well, depressed for days before she disappeared. I thought that, maybe, she had used it to for suicide. Disintegration, you know. Her parents died and they were everything to her.”

“Double-tough.” The young man slapped Lenny on the back roughly, making him jump in surprise. “But not everything’s lost! This is just a Di-jump machine, not a suicide contraption. Though I get the feeling it might be a little more powerful than mine...she must have left it behind on accident. I did that the first time, too. Wheew, it took forever to get a new one and get back!”

While he had been talking, he had opened up the case and was looking at the components inside. Pointing at the black blob with the mirrors placed in it, he shook his head. “Yep, this is a little different than mine. See that? I don’t know what it is, but I suspicion that it might be a Dimension-wave amplifier for bending Sission beams in new directions. Golly, if only I knew how to make an amp, or even use this one! But there is no way of knowing how it is connected. I’m not even as good at this electronics stuff as my pal Grummage. He really built mine, but was too afraid to use it.”

All the time he was pointing and speaking, Lenny was watching him with his penetrating eyes. After a moment of silence, he said, “look, I don’t know what you’re talking about. Doctor Yohan Devi has taught me much of his expertise in electronics, but I don’t think he would know what you are saying, either. Perhaps you could slow down and tell me your name and what a Di-jump machine is, before I try to fix it.”

The newcomer slapped his forehead dramatically, almost dropping the two pieces of the gadget. He seemed to have a flare for the dramatic, whoever he was.

“Of course, where is my brain? I’m Jax.”

He tucked the pieces of the machine in the wide pockets of his coat and held out a hand to be shaken. Both hands had black, fingerless gloves. When Lenny shook one he felt what seemed like wires under the first layer of cloth. For a minute it gave him pause, as cybernetics were highly illegal in Belltoh, But then he realized that the wires were in the glove, not the hand beneath it.

“Jax who?”

“Just Jax.” The young man gave him a sideways grin. “Son of Iax, you know, said just like ‘yikes’ what a horror. ‘Ax’ is the family moniker. Don’t ask my mother’s, I never really knew her.”

Lenny raised his eyebrows. “Alright, now that I have your family history, can you tell me what a Di-jump machine is?”

Jax moved over beside the desk, looking at all of the devices grouped on it. He put the pieces of Sara’s machine there, too, before flopping himself in the chair with a sigh of enjoyment. “This is a groovy place you’ve got.”

But when Lenny began to tap his foot threateningly on the floor, Jax hastened to go on, “right, Di-jump machines. Er, you’ve heard of a teleporter?”

Lenny gave a brief nod of his head. Teleportation devices had long been a dream of the human race and experimental versions had been created in his country. But they were so large and took so much energy that only one was kept in working order for scientific use. Due to the inherent problems with decomposing humans into particles, sending through the air and reassembling them, experiments in teleportation were forbidden to all but certain professors of the art.

“Well, this is a sort of hand-held teleportation unit.” Jax took out his Di-jump again to show him. “Except for that it does not simply take you to different places in one, single world. It can transport you across the borders to other dimensions. Di-jump is short for Dimensional Jumping Apparatus. It’s a title Grummage and I worked out together.”

Lenny just stood gazing at him with narrowed eyes. He did not fully believe what Jax was telling him. Other dimensions were another concept that had fascinated humans for hundreds of years, whether it was a ‘land of the dead’ that could be accessed while still alive, or fairylands full of bewitching creatures. But he had never believed in them himself; the world he lived in was the real thing. There was Heaven beyond it, perhaps, and a worse place, but no living lands of elves and centaurs just waiting to be discovered.

“I can see you don’t think that I’m telling the truth.” Jax shook his head and sighed, his grin fading away, “I guess it must be hard to swallow, at first. Maybe if I explain how these worlds are connected you will start to understand. Watch.”

He took a small, electronic pad from one of his pockets. Flicking it on, he drew a diagram on the screen with his finger tip.

“See, here is a cluster of worlds, kinda’ like stars. Or an archipelago of islands. Each one is, in some sense, a reflection of the other. Parallel universes. Worlds that could have been the same, except for that they made a different decision at some point in their past and diverged. You’re on this one, here.” He pointed out one of the circles he had just made in a clump of about ten. “We both are, right now. All these worlds seem very separate, because of the ‘dead space’ between them. Most of the time, this keeps worlds apart so that we can not com in contact with eachother.”

He waved a hand over the blackness between the glowing lines, before dabbing a dot in the center of the ring of circles.

“Now this part I’m not exactly sure about, but I think there is some sort of ‘power core’ in the center of these worlds which usually keeps them apart, orbiting in their places. But it connects them at the same time, because of this influence it exerts over them. Like electricity running through a grid to far away houses. But something has happened to it recently.”

He paused, looking up at Lenny with a solemn expression on his triangular face. “Some of the worlds are being drawn closer together by this power. And I think something has corrupted it, because every world it has touched has been infected by strange creatures, purple stains and odd occurrences. Hasn’t your world, yet?”

Lenny nodded slowly. The whole story seemed so far-fetched. And yet, it was beginning to make sense to him. Not only because it explained the weird purple stains and odd occurrences in his world. But because he felt, deep in himself, that Jax was telling the truth.

“Well, that’s the corrupted power, leaking into the parallel worlds and messing them up,” Jax explained, drawing curling tentacles all over his illustration, “not only that, but it’s done something to my Di-jump machine. At first, there were many worlds I could access. Galaxies of them, you might say. Some were a longer jump, some shorter. Now for some reason I can only reach a set of nine. My own, yours and seven others. Yours is the first I’ve tried since this change came about. But the dial tells me that there is only those seven others within range.”

Lenny came to kneel beside the chair Jax sat in, looking at the two halves of the Di-jump machine that Sara had left behind.

“So you’re telling me that Sara Lancaster was able to manufacture a Di-jump apparatus like yours because our worlds are in some way parallel to each other. And with this, she jumped to another world either inside or outside that ring of seven, accidentally leaving her machine behind?”

“You’ve got it,” Jax wiped the electronic slate clean, “and now that you’re in on the whole secret, I’ll tell you this: I’m going to find out what is corrupting this ring of worlds and put a stop to it. If I can. I just need to get some help and then find a way to jump to the central power station.”

He pushed his own Di-jump machine into Lenny’s hands. “And that’s why I need this fixed.”

Taking it carefully, Lenny stood up and stared at the five buttons and one gauge on top of it. Still shaking his head, though not in disbelief now, he began to pace up and down the room. Every once in a while he frowned blankly out of the window. Parallel universes. Worlds like mirrors in a circle, reflecting his own in strange colors. A corrupting central power that was reaching its purple tentacles into his own world like some sort of horrible blight...

“I wish that Dr. Devi was at home,” he said suddenly, “or I knew where he was. He would understand this whole thing a lot better than I can. Come to think of it, he always was dropping odd hints about ‘transdimensional electricity’ but I thought that he meant that in a more mundane sense.”

“Probably not,” Jax returned complacently.

“Alright,” Lenny muttered, turning to stride back over to his workbench. “Alright, I’ll help you. But I don’t know anything about this machine. You’ll have to do it with me.”

“I don’t know much about putting electronics together at all,” Jax told him, still grinning. “But I’ll try.”
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—-Chapter 2
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Jax opened up his machine, displaying components that varied slightly from the ones Sara Lancaster had used for her unit. But one part that was the same in both was a fuse-like tube fastened in one side. Jax explained that his electronic-minded friend had called this a ‘reality compressor’ that, in the simplest terms, made sure that he came out as himself in every dimension he explored.

“And, golly, there are some bizarre ones out there!” he exclaimed at this point, “so much variety. I would hate to be trapped in just nine of them.”

He went on to show that the green material in his reality compressor had been damaged in the last teleportation. He had almost not made it all of the way through the inter-dimensional barrier, and when he found himself in this world, there had been smoke coming out of the Di-jump.

“That’s when I opened it up to check the components.” He made a face. “I guess I should have replaced the ol’ reality compressor after the first hundred jumps, but it slipped my mind to ask Grummage last time I was home. It’s good thing you have one available here, in this other Di-jump.”

The one in Sara’s device was, indeed, identical.

Jax’s reality compressor was fitted on the ends with a tangle of wires soldered to metal caps in a rather hap-hazard fashion. It took them quite some time to work all of these wires apart and keep them organized while they pulled the compressor out of its end-caps. By the time they were done, both Lenny and Jax were tired and hungry.

“I want to get something to eat and rest my eyes for a few minutes,” Lenny said with a yawn, setting the Di-jump aside on his desk, “how about you come back tomorrow to finish this? If you have a place to stay, that is.”

“Oh, sure, any nook is good enough for me,” Jax jumped up, shrugging his shoulders to loosen them, “Besides, I want to look around this world a bit before moving on. Can I come back at noon to pick my Di’ up?”

“Sounds good.” Lenny led him over to the door, stopping with his hand on it. “By the way, why did you come in the window instead of through the door? It’s a public building. And how did you get up the sheer walls anyway?”

“Magnet grip gloves, made by Hologames inc.” Jax grinned, holding up his hands. “And upgraded with the Electro-Detecto circuts. But, man, it almost pulled my shoulders out of their sockets getting up here!”

With a chuckle, he added, “besides, I wasn’t sure that I could find the right room number once I got inside. Remember, all I was doing was looking for the guy with a bunch of antennas on his window.”

And with that, he was gone out the door, leaving Lenny to stare after him with a sort of puzzled preoccupation. Turning back as the door closed, he went over to gaze down at the two Di-jump machines on the workbench. For just a moment he had the feeling that his whole life was being torn apart and reconstructed around him, like a weaver was impatient with him as her pattern. The feeling passed and he remembered how hungry he was.

—-
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The next day Lenny awoke feeling fresh and clear-headed. He had tossed and turned some the evening before while trying to go to sleep, his mind still wrestling with what he had learned the day before. Half the time he hardly believed that other worlds, mirrors of his own, could exist. The other half of the time he took it as a simple fact and wondered what sort of place Sara had found herself in, or where Jax would go with his Di-jump next.

After eating breakfast, Lenny set out to see if Dr. Devi was home yet and find something to bring his family as a gift when he went to visit them the next day. He was hoping that his teacher and employer would have returned, so that he could tell him of what had happened and ask his advice in the matter. But Devi’s door was still locked up, the windows dark. There was no answer on his Com-stay. Disappointed, Lenny went to the Grand Shopping Emporium, wandering absently around there until he had picked up a box of chocolates and a bag of mixed, dried fruit to take with him on Sunday.

He was part of the way home when his Car’s AI informed him, “incoming call from Markham Brood.”

“Answer it,” Lenny commanded, giving a little sigh as he wondered what his friend wanted. Usually he enjoyed talking to Mark about cars or mutual acquaintances, but today his mind was focused on more serious things.

“Hey, Lenz,” Markham’s greasy voice came over the communication speakers, “you there, buddy?”

“Yeah, I’m here. What’s up?”

“We need to talk. It’s urgent.” Mark’s tone was more earnest than usual, impressing Lenny with the idea that he was serious.

“Where at?”

“Your place. I’ll be there soon,” his voice caught for a moment, before he added darkly, “real soon.”

“Okay, I’m coming in on my car. Just a few minutes out.”

“Got it.”

With that, the communication was broken. Wondering what could have upset easy-going Mark Brood so much, Lenny pushed his foot on the accelerator. With a slight increase in the humming noise’s level, the Stato-drive responded smoothly. In only a few minutes Lenny was gliding to a stop in the third level of the garage. Markham was already there, his favorite car parked in an empty space while he leaned on the outside of it.

‘Candy’, the favorite car, was a color that made Lenny think of purple taffy, pulled out thin. It’s rounded lines and soft curves amplified the affect of grinning skulls painted down the sides, while sparks of silver gleamed off of the hood where Mark had ‘upgraded’ it with various devices. Everything was perfectly clean, even the wipers glistening silver, as they were of the high-end chrometape type. Candy was one spoiled girl.

Lenny stopped in his lot and jumped out, nodding to Mark as he walked up. “What’s happened?”

Markham Brood was the same age as Lenny and just as slim, but somewhat shorter. His hair was lank and greasy, his red vest stained with oil and his face could best be described as ‘weasely’. But he was the sort of guy who would give his second-best car to a man for pity’s sake, or save a girl from any peril for a fragile smile.

“They’ve found out.” Mark jumped forward suddenly to grip him by the shoulders, shaking them wildly. “We’ve got to talk, man! They’ve found out about you!”

His voice echoed in the large space of the garage. A cold shaft seemed to touch Lenny’s stomach. “Who? Who’s found out, Mark?”

“Not here.” The mechanic looked around. “Might be overheard. Your place, come on.”

They hurried through the tunnel structure into the apartment building, where Lenny quickly opened the door for them to go through. Inside, he demanded again to be told who it was that knew.

Mark was so agitated that he paced up and down the length of the room.

“The cops, man, the Fuzz! They came around my place this morning askin’ questions about you. Where you lived, what you did, if I knew anything about you.”

“And you told them?”

“Nothing! I said that you had gone out of town, that I didn’t know you more than as a guy with a car I had worked on.” Mark spun around, looking at him fiercely. “It wasn’t me that told, you know?”

Lenny nodded. “I know. They must have just seen something on a security camera, or heard something from someone...I don’t know who. I’m usually careful with what I do...”

“Someone must have squealed. Who knows about it, besides me?” Markham demanded.

“Just Dr. Devi, and he wouldn’t tell because he’s caught up in it,” Lenny withheld the fact that Sara Lancaster knew as well, but that wouldn’t change anything, because she had been out of town, out of that world perhaps, for weeks. Besides the fact that she would never have told on him.

“You musta’ let it show sometime, then.” Mark shook his head in despair. “But look, it’s no good sittin’ around talking about it. You’ve got to make yourself scarce, Lenz. Go out of town. Take a trip for a while. The cops might show up here any moment.”

Lenny jerked his head up to look around the room, face blank. Leave his apartment, with everything in it? Leave his peaceful, content, if not joyously happy, life in Belltoh for the unknown?

“I couldn’t leave...” He started, but Mark didn’t let him finish. Gripping him by the shoulders again, the mechanic shook him hard. “You’ve got to! You’re in too deep to get rid of the evidence. It’s all throughout you, man! A cyborg can’t fool anyone that he’s fully human once the cops start investigating. All it takes is a good metal detector!”

“Shush!” Lenny put a hand over his friend’s mouth, suddenly angry. Just because he had electro-mechanical implants didn’t mean he enjoyed being called a cyborg. And anyone could be listening through the thin apartment walls.

Cybernetics were illegal in Belltoh. The penalty was high for someone who carried them. But Dr. Devi was a professional at installing them and Lenny had wanted the upgrades they gave too much to let a little thing like the law get in the way. He knew how to hide the evidence from casual eyes. Everything was covered up so that it could not be seen from the outside. But once the police started digging deeper...

“Alright, you’re right,” Lenny admitted, releasing his friend and stepping away, “I’ve got to get out of here. But so have you. If they find you here, we’re both sunk.”

“Okay, but you’d better leave town,” Mark passed a hand across his brow, wiping the ratty lengths of hair out of the way. He started for the door, then stopped and turned back with his hand held out. “It’s been good knowing you, Lenz. I hope we meet again some day. But if we don’t...best of luck to you.”

“You too, man.” They exchanged one fierce handclasp before Markham Brood was gone.

Shaken, Lenny turned mechanically to his bed and started picking up articles of clothing tossed around it. He put them in a rucksack from under the bed, packing in a few items from a set of drawers nearby. With the clothes, which were mostly the silver or black full-body suits favored by men in Belltoh at the time, he put in some of his tools and electronics. He needed to make sure that he had the things to keep himself running at all times.

Looking over his workbench, he saw the Di-jump machines and paused. Slowly, he slipped Sara’s into his pocket. Then he picked Jax’s up and looked it over. With a glance at his watch, he saw that there was still thirty minutes until noon. Looking at the device, he hesitated. He did not know if he should fix it now, or leave it with an explanatory note saying that he had been forced to leave without notice. Suitably vague in case the police found it first, of course.

But where was he going to go? Anywhere he knew of, the police could find him.

“I can’t go back home to the family,” he muttered, shaking his head. “That would just drag them into this mess. How did this all happen? Was I really so careless? Aggh, what a mess.”

He paced up and down for a minute, before looking out of the window. The streets were empty of police cars and even the garage did not seem to hold one on the inside of its tinted walls. Hastily, Lenny threw himself into his chair and began to reassemble the Di-jump machine around its reality compressor. The least he could do was make sure that Jax could leave this world safely...

“Leave this world.”

Slowly, Lenny set down the electronics and stared off into space for a long minute. Sara had left the world, somehow, and was out there on a different one. Jax seemed to jump from one dimension to another as easily as a frog leaps lily pads. After a moment, Lenny went back to work with redoubled effort.

He had just finished when the door slid open without his having unlocked it. Heart jumping up into his throat, Lenny spun about in his chair. The only people who could get in private doors without authorization were the police.

But he let out his breath in a gasp a moment later. It was only Jax, standing there with that habitual grin on his face.

“Hey, Len, did I scare you?” He said mockingly, striding in.

“How did you open my door?”

Jax wiggled in the air a device which looked like a TV remote control. “Electric lock-picker. Made by Spy Gizmoz. A great little toy.”

Though he generally did not favor the gesture, Lenny could not help rolling his eyes. “Yeah, Great. It almost scared me into a fit. But look, I finished the Di-jump.”

“Awesome!” Jax skipped over to look down at it. “Now, as long as you didn’t mix up the wires so that I come out as a fried egg, everything should work just right. How can I repay you for your work?”

“I don’t want money.” Lenny had already made sure that his wallet was in his bag. “But I do have a favor to ask of you in return. Though I’m afraid it’s a big one.”

He reached over and picked up his bag of goods from the floor. “I want to come with you.”

A bright light seemed to come over Jax’s face, his mouth opening in something between a gape of surprise and a smile of pleasure. After what seemed like a long moment it shut and he exclaimed, “hey, I thought that I was going to have to conk you over the head or something to get you to leave all this. You really mean it? You actually want to come with me?”

“Personal reasons are forcing me to leave town.” Lenny made a bitter face. “Besides...I might find Sara out there somewhere. Did you want me to come with you?”

“Heck yeah.” Jax slapped the machine so hard that Lenny was afraid it might break. “I was going to ask you to come, if you didn’t ask me. As I said, I’m looking for people to help me find out what is going on with the power between worlds. I searched the town and couldn’t find anyone who looked like they had the brains you do. Besides, what could be better than an electronics nerd to take along on Di-jump trips in case something breaks down?”

“Thanks.” Lenny gave him an ironic look. “Now, can we get going? I need to be out of town as soon as possible.”

“Right. That sort of problem. I get into them on almost every world.” Jax began pulling wires out of his pocket and sticking them into jacks on the side of the Di-jump. As he worked, he explained in his usual gushing manner that Di-jump machines got left behind when their creators did not think to add grounding wires connecting to the human they were supposed to be transporting.

“It doesn’t zap you, really,” he said with a shrug, “or not much. Just makes you part of the circuit so that you don’t get left behind. Oh, which reminds me, we need a metal surface of some sort to stand on. I haven’t figured out why, yet, but it’s necessary. Anything steel, iron, copper, gold or Dritite will work. Really any conductive metal.”

In the end, Lenny brought a large roasting pan from the kitchen and set it in the center of the floor. He felt pretty ridiculous, standing in a roasting pan with another young man, having alligator-clips fastened to his fingers with long wires running from them. The other hand was wrapped tight in the carrying handle of his rucksack.

“Ready?” Jax asked, tapping on the buttons of his Di-jump.

Lenny took a deep breath. He wasn’t sure what would happen next, he only hoped that the whole thing wasn’t a hideous joke being played on him.

With a nod he gave his permission. Jax poked at one of the central buttons on his machine. For a moment the room with all of his life in it was clear before him. Then there was a shock and it blurred.

But life is full of anomalous emotions. Lenny had expected the shock to be a large one, like the time he had accidentally touched a high-voltage outlet in Dr. Devi’s lab.

Instead, the jump between worlds felt a little like stepping out of a hot shower into a cool room. There was a slight shock, the change from warm to cool and the feeling that he was immediately somewhere different. He found that, despite trying to keep them open, he had closed his eyes after the room blurred. Opening them now, the first thing that struck him was the drabness.

Somehow, he had expected that any other world he went to would be more colorful than his own, more full of life and adventure. But the first impression of the world he had come to now was death and ruin.

They were standing on the dirt because the roasting pan had disappeared. They were on top of a low cliff overlooking a shallow valley. Around them old fence posts, creaking barb wire and broken-down lamp posts stood looking on like skeletal buzzards. Hanging from the tallest lamp post was a dead body, horrendously ripe and not quite human.

In fact, it looked more like a giant rat than anything.

Down below the cliff the boys stood on, a broken asphalt road ran away towards the horizon with beat-down, ragged buildings on either side. At one time they had been tall skyscrapers of brick and steel, but now their walls were stained with rust, many of them had crumbled across the road or into each other. Giant, rusty girders stuck like fractured bones from their upper stories, or lay on the ground in twisted positions of frozen agony. Garbage spilled fluttering from hidden side streets, seeming to beckon for help from the onlookers.

“Wheew.” Jax stepped towards the edge of the cliff, whistling between his teeth. “This is a bad one.”

Lenny looked up at the dead body, which was suspended by a rope around its throat. They had actually made it to a different world. It was strange, how easy it was to accept the fact.

“It certainly is a bad one...Jax, do all the dimensions you go to have humans in them?”

“Not necessarily.” The traveler glanced back at the body and gave a pale grin. “some of them seemed to be mostly inhabited by, um, creatures.”

“Creatures.” Lenny repeated flatly, before shaking his head. “Dead creatures, who have either committed suicide in a rather public place or been lynched. What have I got myself into?”

“There’s better worlds.” Jax shrugged, pointing at the road leading into the city. “Come on, let’s see who else lives here. They can’t be all bad. No world has only bad people on it.”

“But it can have all insane ones,” Lenny returned critically. He still followed as Jax led the way down the cliff, scrambling through unpleasantly sticky mud, down onto the broken paving of the road. Careful of their steps, they made their way under the looming shadows of the buildings. At first Jax chattered about how the power flux that ran between the worlds had first been discovered and his friend Grummage had experimented with receivers until he could understand it and use it for traveling between them.

But soon even Jax was impressed by the eerie silence and grayness of the ruined city, falling quiet as they trudged down the rubble-filled street.

Though the sun was shining above them, the city seemed to be swallowed in a haze of drabness. A fog of depression sat over it, making the shadows appear deeper and the light feel tainted.

At one point Jax said suddenly, “well, we have to let the Di-jump cool down before using it again. I always like to give it some time to rest, as the components all heat up in the jump. But it gives us time to look around.”

Lenny just grunted in return. A paper bag tumbled across their path, making them both jump in surprise. Around one corner of a building they found a heap of moldering bones, blunt, brutal weapons still clutched in the skeleton’s claw-like hands. It was an unfriendly world, even to its own inhabitants.

Eventually Lenny asked, “what are we looking for here?”

There did not seem to him to be any reason to wander around the city. They could just stay put somewhere to wait for the Di-jump to cool of, incurring less of a chance of a dangerous meeting.

“Someone who might know about what, exactly, is causing the corruption of the central energy core. Or another person to join our compan—” Jax began, only to be cut off by a crazy wailing sound from somewhere nearby. They both stopped in their tracks, freezing with bated breath until the sound had died away.

Lenny gave his companion a pointed look. “Like that sort of person?”

The traveler’s face had turned decidedly pale. Grasping Lenny’s wrist, he pulled him over into a dark alleyway beside the road. They crouched in the shadows near a rusty staircase leading to the building’s roof, looking out at the empty road.

“I don’t know what that noise was,” Jax gasped, “but I wish it wouldn’t have happened!”

“Probably just the inhabitants,” Lenny said vindictively, mentally sending a signal to arm the energy cannon hidden in his right wrist. Noticing something strange on the banister of the staircase next to them at the same time, he looked closer. It was a purple stain, darker in the center and glowing around the outside. Holding a finger towards it, he felt waves of frigid air coming from it.

“Jax...look at that.”

The traveler glanced over once, briefly. “Oh yeah, those show up everywhere in the worlds that have been drawn together by the power center. I think it has something to do with the evil that has invaded the world. The corrupt power’s mark on the world.”

“I hope those marks don’t spread too much,” Lenny returned.

Before Jax could say anything about it, they heard the noise of an engine running roughly somewhere down the street in the direction they had been traveling a moment before. As they stood listening, it began to come nearer, mixed with a sound like that of howling dogs.

“Quick, up the steps,” Jax ordered, “it looks like this building still has a roof to stand on. We can see better from up there.”

“Without being seen,” Lenny added in agreement, following him up the rusty metal steps. They creaked and swayed at every step, making him grit his teeth. But the sounds of a large engine and crazed canines was coming closer below them. It seemed like a long time before they reached the flat, hot roof on top of the building, but it must have been only a few minutes. As they crouched near the edge of it looking down, a wild scene unfolded below them.

First to come into view was a stubby figure wearing a gray trench coat and what looked like an improvised metal helmet. It was of strange proportions, as the character seemed to have a long snout which the nose guard mostly covered. He stumbled and looked over his shoulders as he ran, short arms outstretched before him in terror as he dashed down the road. Behind him came something from a nightmare.

It was a hulking vehicle somewhere between a semi-truck tractor and a bus, with a huge, spiked blade on the nose and heavy armor all around. It had six wheels on each side, turning knobby rubber tires. Black exhaust smoke poured out of a tall stack on one side, while the engine labored and coughed menacingly under its load. The rig was not only covered in heavy, spiked plates on the outside. Crouching all over it, waving clubs and blades in their claw-like hands, was a pack of terrifying creatures. Lenny could not decide at their distance distance whether they were people dressed up in furs and claws, or if they were rat-like creatures with painted faces and rickety armor.

In front of the vehicle of terror ran a pack of wild, raving dogs, each held back to the rig by a long rope tied to their spiked collar. Because of the overloaded weight of the truck, it was not overrunning these mad hounds of war, but the whole contraption was slowly catching up on the single creature sprinting down the road.
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—-Chapter 3
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“Poor beast,” Jax muttered as the single creature tripped on a cardboard box and fell face-forward on the hard road. He lay there for a moment, sprawled out on the cracked asphalt.

“They’re going to catch him now,” Lenny said, watching with a sort of horrified fascination. He had never seen anything like this in Belltoh, even during the riots of June 21st last year. Then the people had stormed the mayor’s mansion and knocked out the windows, before being beaten off by police with shields and blackjacks, or shot by the few with energy rifles. But even that terrifying, wild crush had been more domestic than the brutal scene playing out before him.

“He’s a goner.”

“Not if I can help it!” Jax exclaimed suddenly, standing up.

“What are you going to do?” Lenny cried in a tense whisper, afraid that the traveler would bring the wrath of the creatures down on their own heads.

“I’m going to rescue him,” Jax replied coolly, reaching into the inside of his felt overcoat. Before Lenny could reason with him further, the young man had pulled out what looked like a skateboard, but without either wheels or wipers. Instead, it had a pair of round metal tubes facing downwards, each taking up almost half of the skateboard’s underside. Lenny did not even know how this had fit in his coat: it certainly had not appeared to be resting there before.

With a precise flip, Jax threw it down on the edge of the building, jumping up onto the board with a practiced skip. His feet fit into leather cups on the board’s surface, holding them in place. For just a moment he balanced on the edge of the multi-story building.

“Jax, no!” Lenny jumped to his feet, reaching out towards him. But the traveler had already pushed off.

Coat flapping back behind him wildly, he plummeted towards the road below, arms outstretched behind and in front. Lenny balled his hands into fists, shocked. But before he could truly believe that the traveler was a goner he saw jets on the bottom of the board flare, cushioning the fall. Jax expertly bounced it off of a projection on the side of the building, leaning as he guided it from there to an old signpost beside the road, then bounced down onto the pavement, yellow hair waving above him.

“He’s crazy,” Lenny muttered, glancing from Jax to the oncoming vehicle. The armored truck was only a hundred feet away now, dogs straining at their leashes in front. By now the lone rat-creature had scrambled back to his feet, panting and staring around in terror. He seemed unable to decide if running any further was worth it.

At that moment Jax whipped by him, holding out a hand and making space on the back of his jetboard. With a scream, the rat creature grabbed his hand, jumping up on the board just as one of the lead dogs was about to spring at him. The jets flared brighter and the board shot across the street, carrying both of its passengers down a narrow alley on the other side. Lenny lost sight of them as they disappeared in the shadow of the large structure. The vehicle’s drivers and their dogs were thrown into confusion by the sudden rescue. Rat creatures with painted fur started boiling off of it as it skidded to a stop, while the dogs tangled in their leashes and fought each other to be the first to turn towards the alley way. Shouts came up to Lenny, but he could not pick out the words in them.

He hoped that his companion had gotten far enough away to avoid capture.

The creatures finally got the dogs beaten into semi-silence, before they started to run towards the alley. It was then that Lenny realized he could do something to help his friend’s escape without foolishly throwing his own life away.

Pulling back the sleeve of his silver suit on his right hand, he mentally initiated the sequence for firing his energy cannon. The apparent skin between his wrist and hand parted at a hairline crack. His hand folded downwards, snapping mechanically into place under the wrist. A silver barrel slid into its spot, grooved with glowing blue lines on the outside. They glowed brighter as Lenny increased the power going to the cybernetic cannon, until it reached the level he wanted. He pointed his arm at the truck below and braced his feet against knock-back. This had all taken only a few heartbeats, quicker than it could be described.

“Fire,” he said quietly to himself, holding his right arm with the left hand. He felt the energy toll taken from his electronic reserves just a moment before the cannon fired. A blast of neon blue light, so bright it would have blinded him except for his automatic optical dimming, charged away from his wrist. A ball of energy streaked through the air as fast as lightening and struck the vehicle full in the side.

Whoomp! It shuddered and rocked on its wheels, creatures and dogs howling as the metal plating cracked. Something caught fire beyond the shattered armor, smoke billowed upwards from the wrecked hulk.

Not waiting to inspect the full scope of his damage, Lenny turned and ran towards the edge of the building where the staircase went down. There was no knowing if the creatures below had seen him just before the blast, or noticed where it came from. Escape from that area was the best way to survive. As he ran down the protesting steps, he sent a signal to his arm, folding the cannon away. It was still uncomfortably hot, but the coolant system would keep it from burning him.

Rusty metal stairs clattered under his feet. The alley at the bottom of the steps was still empty. Lenny followed it away from the open road.

More cautious now, he peered out of it into a courtyard between buildings, which was paved in pale gray tiles and had an ancient, crumbling water fountain in its center. Behind him he could still hear the cries of the rat creatures as they tried to figure out what had happened to themselves and their rig. In front of him, the buildings surrounding the empty courtyard were eerily quiet. Old awnings fluttered their torn pendants in the wind above the doorways, while dark windows stared back at him with all of their glass broken out.

“I hope that Jax survived,” Lenny muttered, “or else I’ll be stuck in this dismal world.”

As he finished speaking there was a loud explosion behind him, a blast of hot air rushed past and shards of shrapnel bounced down the entrance of the alleyway. Spinning around, he saw flames and smoke from the open road. It seemed that the burning had touched the truck’s fuel tanks. Rat-creature’s screams filled the air.

Losing no more time, Lenny slipped into the courtyard. The fountain had long since ceased to run, laying dry and crumbling under the hot sun. No moss grew in the area, despite the cracks and obvious age of the tiles. Buildings hemmed it in on every side, leaving no obvious avenue of escape. But one of the structures had a large, broken-in door through which Lenny could see a gleam of light on the far side. Through the door, everything was darkness.

He considered activating night vision in his eyes, but decided to save the energy in case he needed it later on. It was a tall building, but did not appear to be extremely wide. Feeling his way with his feet, he walked into the ruined first floor.

The floor was gritty with shattered window glass and drywall chunks from the roof. Once his eyes had adjusted a little, he could make out sagging divider walls with their insulation spilling out, warped linoleum flooring and old office chairs tumbled about at ghostly angles. What seemed very far away, almost like a distant star, there was a gleam of daylight coming through a hole on the other side of the place. Feeling oppressed by the thought of the whole structure sitting precariously over his head, Lenny made his way quickly across to the hole. It turned out to be a large window with all of the glass blown out, letting onto a shabby back street.

The street was lined in wrecked vehicles. They were rusty, missing their windshields and covered in bubbly graffiti. But he did notice that all of them had rubber tires, or at least a place for those tires to be mounted. Leaning on the window frame, he looked carefully up and down the street to make sure that no one was moving on it, before vaulting out of the hole into the daylight.

His feet hit the hard cement with a loud clack. He paused, listening for any sign of pursuit or movement around him. There was nothing but the sound of wind blowing down the empty street. With a sigh, he tried to decide what he was going to do next. He had to meet up with Jax again in the near future, so that they could use the Di-jump to leave this place. The device should have had time to cool down, by now. But would Jax be waiting for him?

“He’d better not jump away without me,” Lenny growled, curling his hands into fists.

The rat-creature that his companion had saved had probably run off in fear by now, too wild to even thank Jax for the rescue. In which case, Jax would be alone somewhere in the north of the city, while Lenny was alone somewhere in its south. He judged these directions by the position of the sun, which seemed to be sinking towards the horizon now. But they were generalizations, not specific directions.

“Even if he doesn’t use the Di-jump, how will we regroup?” Lenny added to himself, trying to remember which way it was towards where they had first entered the city. He did feel a slight pricking of his conscious for having blown up the vehicle with all of those rat-creatures and dogs on it. But he had been doing it to help his friend and he told himself now that those creatures were not even human. They did not deserve his sympathy. Especially when they were obviously cruel, bloodthirsty and entirely willing to kill each other off without a scruple.

The thing now was for Lenny to keep alive in this crazy place and find a way to rejoin his friend. The only way he could think of doing that was to find his way back to their original entering point.

Walking down the street in an easterly direction, he tried to remember where the sun had been when they came in and which way they had gone since then. But he had not been paying attention to directions at that time, simply following Jax. It seemed to him, upon reflection, that they had mostly traveled west.

So he went east, down the street until he came to where someone had piles up bricks and erected a barrier across it. At that point he turned towards the north, knowing that he had run in a southerly direction away from the rat-creature’s vehicle. But in the tangle of buildings, streets, courtyards and city blocks, he soon got confused. This ruined place was not laid out with the directness that his home town of Belltoh was. Its streets seemed to fold in on each other and take corners even when they were not needed. Either that, or the roads would suddenly end in a courtyard with no exit except for through more structures, many of which were broken down so that they became impassable.

It was not until he had become thoroughly sunk in the quagmire of the city that he realized he had left his rucksack behind somewhere. Stopping to think, he remembered that he had dropped it on top of the building, when he was preparing to shoot his energy cannon.

“Darn it!” he growled, slapping a hand to his forehead. “How could I be so careless?”

Worn out from walking, he slumped against a nearby building to rest his feet. It was gritty on his back, the bricks it was made of covered in a film of soot and dust that had not been washed off in what appeared to be years. In front of him, the street stretched across to a building that looked like it had once been a theater. The old posters still flapped against a wall, torn and faded beyond reading. But that was the only wall still standing; the rest was a heap of crumbled brick and twisted metal. Lenny gazed at it blankly through narrowed eyes, trying to decide what he should do next. He was lost, the sun was setting, and he had left behind the sack with all of his possessions in it. Not to mention losing his whole world, which now seemed irrevocably lost to him. His life was in ruins just as desolate as the one in front of him.

“Perhaps I should never have left my home world in the first place,” he said finally, with a sigh, “but now that I’m here I have to do something to survive.”

He was startled to hear an answer to his monologue.

“Heh, ya have ta’ eat ta’ survive.”

Looking around in surprise, he saw a small creature sitting on the cement sidewalk not far from him. It appeared to be something between a rat and a human, leaning more towards the rat except for the straightness of its legs, flexibility of its hands and expression on its face.

It was smaller than the others he had seen, making Lenny think that it was a young one, It was only tall enough to reach his knees when it jumped to its feet. On its head was a cap of leather, while dead leaves stitched together made a sort of skirt around its middle. A red symbol was painted on the rat creature’s chest, something like a burning flame or curling claw.

It looked at him silently with its large, dark eyes. Lenny stared back, unsure if it was the one who had spoken. Could it speak in a human tongue so like his own? It seemed unlikely, when it came from a different world and was furry from head to heels.

“Hey, are you dumb or sometin’?” The creature asked, looking at him with a wrinkled nose. “I said, ya have ta’ eat ta’ survive!”

It obviously had been talking to him in his own language, no matter how unlikely that seemed.

“I—didn’t realize you had spoken,” Lenny replied, trying to gather his wits back about him. “I’m kind of lost, you see, and—”

“Heh, don’t have any friends around ta’ help ya?” The little creature inquired abruptly, fiddling with a small metal whistle that was hung about its neck on a rusty wire.

“No,” Lenny replied solemnly, “as I said, I’m lost. I don’t even know where to get something to eat.”

“That’s too bad.” The creature shook its head sadly, before a bright light seemed to come on in its eyes. “All alone, no friends ta’ help ya. Heh, heh. You don’t know what to eat, but I do. You!”

As soon as it had spoken, the creature put the whistle to its mouth and blew in it. A shrill sound echoed around the evening-tinted buildings, as the little rat-person added, “and I have friends ta’ help me!”

A growling noise on the other side of Lenny made him whip around, automatically activating the energy cannon in his right wrist. As it folded out, four large canines came bounding into view around a corner, teeth bared as they headed right towards him. Being so near, he could make out every detail of their structure and was not sure that they were regular dogs at all. At least, not what his world would call a normal dog.

Their coat was thin and slick, almost like an otter’s, mottled red and black in strange streaks. Though they had four paws, snout and a tail like a dog, their faces were strangely square and wrinkled. Around each of their heads was a ring of short, flapping tentacles, furred and black like their pelt. Their jaws were open wider than most dog’s mouths could have gone, with long, saber-like teeth studding them on the top and bottom.

Fear gripped Lenny as he saw them coming on, but he kept a cool head. They were at too close quarters for him to use his energy cannon: it would have scorched him as well as the canines once it impacted.

Luckily, that wasn’t the only weapon he had installed in that space. With a mental signal, he concentrated the gleaming blue energy into a solid projection at the tip of the metal cuff, forming it into a hardened lance. The beam was about three feet long and pointed at the tip, glowing with a deadly power that could burn its way through most living materials.

The dogs yelped at the sudden bright light, veering around to circle him on all sides. As Lenny turned to keep the wall at his back, something beside him jumped up to latch its teeth in his elbow. It was the little rat-creature. With an inadvertent cry, he slapped at it with his other hand, knocking loose the voracious young beast. Small lances of pain sunk into his arm where its teeth had met, but it had fortunately missed any of the embedded wires connecting to the energy cannon. Lenny swung his lance at it once and just clipped the tip of one ear, sending it scurrying away with a squeak. Immediately, one of the canine creatures took a bound towards him and he was forced to whip about, lance glowing with light as he waved it before them. The hound leaped away again, circling just outside his range.

There was only so long that Lenny could keep the lance burning. Every minute he felt it eating in to his energy reserves. He could switch over to using his own vital energy in a pinch to activate the cybernetics, but the power needed to keep the lance bright would have soon brought him to his knees. He had to chase the monstrous dogs away before it came to that.

Another one, on his left side, darted in toward him. Leaping to meet it, he felt its hot, rancid breath brush his face. A duck and a thrust sent the lance striking home: the creature shrieked in an unearthly tone and fell to the ground. Black smoke wreathed up from it.

The other three dogs took this as an opportunity to rush at Lenny’s exposed side. He whirled and slashed, missing all but the tip of one’s muzzle. It yelped, still pressing the attack. Lenny had not noticed until now how large they were. But up close, he saw that one could easily hold him pinned down if he fell. They were as big as a man, but lower slung and more heavily muscled.

His energy reserves were nearing extinction, and the dogs still showed no sign of leaving him. Desperately, Lenny flashed the lance at them and fought his way over to where a pipe ran down the outside edge of the building. With a slash he sunk the lance into one part of it, sparks flying upwards as the metal melted and he sliced through it. One more swipe and a chunk of pipe fall away. Folding the cannon back into place behind his hand, he snatched the pipe up and swung it in an arc to keep the dogs at bay.

It worked, for a moment. But the creatures were not as afraid of cold iron as they were the energy lance. Before Lenny knew what had happened, one had leaped past his guard and knocked him off his feet. Its long, knife-like teeth shot towards him. He gave a wild cry of fear and jammed the pipe crosswise in its mouth to block the bite. The other two scurried closer, trying to press in and get a taste of him for themselves. A small, squeaking voice laughed and cheered as Lenny struggled to push the dogs away...

There was a loud Thwock, the sound of someone shouting a wild war cry, and a shock of electricity that went all through both Lenny and the dog that was on top of him. He gasped, feeling the edges of the metal inside him outlined for a moment by the pulse. The dog yelped, jumping away, while one of its companions scrambled away in fear. The third one lay on the ground, black blood trailing out from a dent in its skull.

Stunned, Lenny dropped the pipe and lay blinking up at a pair of figures that had just come dashing up the street, one of them twirling a sling made of insulated wire and a leather strip, while the other held a taser in his hands. It was Jax and the full-size rat creature which he had rescued earlier on.

“Len!” Jax almost jumped on top of him. It had been him raising the war cry, of course. “Heck, man, those were hounds of doom! Were you massacred?”

“Not quite.” Lenny prized himself into a sitting position with a grim expression. “Though the electrical bolt almost finished me off. Couldn’t you have hit one that wasn’t standing on me?”

“Sorry.” Jax gave a wry twist of his mouth, crossing his arms on his chest. “But at least we showed up to save you. You could have been killed.”

“That’s true,” Lenny admitted, holding out a hand for a help up, before adding when he was on his feet, “thanks. I owe you one. How did you know where to find me?”

“We didn’t. We went back to the place you and I first landed and didn’t find you there, so started searching back through the town. Lucky for you, we heard your shout and came a runnin’.”

“Yeah,” the rat-creature agreed, slowing his sling’s arc and wrapping it up into a neat bundle. “Those Battlehounds, they don’t mess around when they’re hungry. Ya’ had a close call.”

“Oh, yeah, this is Raggsy,” Jax put in, throwing an arm out towards his new companion. “A Ratperson. He’s going to be traveling with us now. He knows something about the strange power! Lucky rescue, or what?”

“Two of them,” Lenny returned, shaking his head and shrugging his shoulders to get the tense feeling of fear out. He could still feel the pressure of that monstrous dog’s paw pressing into his chest, and smell the nearness of its breath. Looking around, he saw that the bodies of the dead creatures had strangely transformed in the last few minutes. Their skin and flesh had melted away with the smoke and blood, leaving only a skeleton of black bones behind where each had been.

“Those things were uncanny. Look at their bodies.” He pointed the bones out to the other two, taking the heaps in with a sweep of his hand.

“Yeah.” The Ratperson said again, nodding his head sagely. His helmet gave his eyes an unfriendly squint and his tone was blandly practical. But his words were said in a friendly manner, “they’ve become like that since the Change. Before, they were just dogs, living feral in the streets. I can remember it, not so long ago. Not even back to the good ol’ times, when I was hardly more than a pinky. But since the Change, t’ings have gone from bad to worse.”

“The Change?” Lenny looked at him curiously. “What do you mean?”

Raggsy tilted his muzzle up to look at the sky. Following his gaze, Lenny saw that it was turning the pinks and blues of twilight, while long shades were starting to eat into the streets.

“Not here. At my place. Nothing more than a rathole, ya’ know, but I can tell you more there. T’ings will be out on the streets soon. T’ings like the Battlehounds and the Bloodsworn.”

Jax shivered visibly at these last words. “Lead the way. If those things chasing you on the truck were a sample of the Bloodsworn, I don’t want to meet any more of them at night.”

“Oh, those?” Raggsy shrugged, gesturing for them to follow as he led the way down the street in a northerly direction. “Nah, those were just my angry neighbors. They’re always like that, they just don’t usually catch me out. The Bloodsworn, now, they hunt the night like wraiths. Ratpeople turned pale by livin’ in the dark, with eyes as big as your fists and blood drippin’ from their teeth. Not nice a’tall.”

“I’d say.” Jax agreed, glancing nervously around them as they went. Lenny was just glad that the young traveler had found him again, so that they could teleport out of the world if things got too bad. With his energy reserves used up, his rucksack lost and his limbs still shaky from the fight with the beasts, all he wanted to do was find somewhere safe to be in the night, Bloodsworn or no.

Raggsy led the way with unerring instinct through the maze-like city, even in the dark. His obviously home-made helmet gleamed faintly in the afterglow of the sunset, while his long coat hid the rest of him in shadows. Lenny could not help noticing that a pink tail curled out from under the back of this coat, swaying gently in the air as he walked. He also had a pair of thin, delicate ears blooming on each side of the helmet, much larger than any human’s could be. Not to mention the slim whiskers projecting from each side of his muzzle. Even in the shadows, he was definitely not human. But when Lenny saw the inside of his house, he was glad that they had found him.

It was built in the cellar of a collapsed building, with a hidden trap-door to reach it. Once they had pushed aside the piece of scrap-metal that concealed it and climbed down the ladder underneath, they found themselves in a small, cozy-feeling space that was pitch dark. Raggsy disappeared for a moment, after which they heard a door open and close, the soft rumble of an electric generator starting up, and the room was lit by a dim, yellowish light hanging from the roof in a cage.

The cellar had originally been much larger, but Raggsy had divided it off with bits of collected barrels, wardrobes, wooden doors and other articles of furniture too numerous to mention. This wooden-paneled dividing led to a warm, cabin-like feel, amplified by the overstuffed couch, ragged carpets and rickety card table that had been set up in the middle of the room. There was also a wood stove, a bedstead, and a few dressers set around the edge of the place, stacked with various pieces of what Lenny immediately classified as ‘junk’.

“Well, ‘eres my hole,” Raggsy said, stepping back out through a door which led to his generator room, “not much, but it’s been home for a while.”

Moving over to one of the dilapidated dressers, he picked up a tarnished silver tray with an assortment of old, chipped mugs on it. There was also a bottle in the center, holding what looked like brown sludge-water. Setting it on the card table, the Ratperson pulled up a few uncomfortable folding chairs and offered them seats, as well as a drink. “I found it in a gutter the other day, but it shouldn’t be too bad. It’s something ta drink, at least.”

He poured himself a glass, then held it out to the young men. Lenny declined, but Jax gave him a wide grin. “Sure, why not?”

Raggsy poured some out and handed it across with a pleased smile, which lit up his face to a surprising degree. “Good for you. There ain’t almost nothin’ that I wouldn’t try once! Ta’ eat or drink, that is.”

Jax took a sip and almost choked. Spluttering into his cup, he slammed it back down on the table. “What is this, rainwater with old leaves in it?”

“I told ya’ I found it in the gutter.” Raggsy looked hurt, so Lenny hastened to interfere.

“What is this ‘Change’ you were talking about? Does it have to do with the central power core becoming, well, whatever it’s become?”

As he spoke, Lenny moved his arm to prop it on the table with his head on top. But just before setting his chin on it, he winced, being reminded of the one injury he had sustained in the fight with the dogs.

Seeing his expression, Jax leaned forward anxiously. “What is it? Are you hurt?”

“I forgot. That little thug of a rat bit me.” With a grimace, Lenny pulled up his sleeve to expose the wound. It was a pair of square tooth marks just below his elbow, not deep, but crusted over and reddish. “I hope it doesn’t get infected.”

“‘Ere, I’ve got somethin’ for emergencies like that.” Raggsy jumped to his feet, scurrying over to one of the dressers to pull open a drawer and take out another bottle. “I always have the hardest time not drinkin’ this stuff...but it’s best left for emergencies, like I said.”

He came over with a small, square bottle containing amber liquid. At first, remembering the sludgewater, Lenny was wary of it. But Raggsy showed him the label, which said ‘X-1 brandy’ and assured him that it was “pure spirits!”

Knowing that it would sting, but also cleanse the bite marks effectively, Lenny let his friends apply it to his arm. Once it was clean the Ratperson wrapped a marginally pure strip of old blanket around it for him, fastening it neatly with a rusty safety-pin. Lenny tried not to image the rust creeping through the layers of the blanket as he forced his sleeve back over the lump to hide it from sight. When it was in place, he pressed the Ratperson once again to tell them about the ‘Change’ that he had mentioned before.
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—-Chapter 4


[image: ]




Raggsy settled back down in his chair, taking a long swig of the brandy before beginning his story, “when I was hardly more than a pinky, this town was not like it is now. I can just remember my poor ol’ mudder taking me into stores and buyin’ t’ings there. Wonderful t’ings! Big pieces of roasting meat, loaves of soft white bread, blocks of yellow cheese and bags of somthin’ they called potato chips. Wonderful stuff we haven’t seen in ages. The young generation jus’ don’t know what they’re missing anymore.”

Lenny considered how often he had taken those very things for granted. Being able to walk into a store and buy whatever items he wanted. He had never been rich, but there had always been meat on his table when he wanted it.

“Anyway,” Raggsy sighed, thumping his chair legs down against the floor loudly. “There came the shortages, the govern’mental problems, rebellions and all that sort of thing. That was when I was still just a young squeaker, too small to do much about it. The city fell apart, government fled, country left to its own devices. But still, t’ings weren’t so bad. You could walk the streets most days and not be mugged. A few stores struggled on and Ratpeople weren’t quite so bent on destroying each other as they are now. T’ings slowly ran down until it was a tough existence. But not one out of a nightmare. Then came the Change. It was only about, oh...”

Here he had to stop to look at his claws and do some mental calculations. “About as many days ago as there are claws on my hands, three times over. Maybe four. Not so long ago. Then t’ings got really crazy. Battlehounds started to appear, some wild, others used by maddened Ratpeople to hunt their own type through the city. Strange purple smears have appeared on t’ings and the Bloodsworn started to gather at night. Nothin’ has been the same since the Change. Not even the feeling of the air.”

Seeming to realize for the first time what he was doing with the bottle in his hand, Raggsy set it on the table and pushed it away from himself. It was supposed to be for emergencies.

Meanwhile, Lenny had done a quick calculation. “Thirty or forty days? That was about when odd things started to happen in my world as well...first the AI riots, then the strange creatures being reported lurking around back alleyways and dark streets. The laws have always been pretty strict in my home town of Belltoh, but they became more strict then. They almost outlawed, for no apparent reason, the use of all artificial intelligence, including computers in cars, communication aids...everything.”

Lenny trailed off, not sure why he was telling them this instead of just thinking about it silently. He had been part of those AI riots, when the people came together in an insane, howling pack to throw rocks at buildings and demand that the laws did not pass.

He had only been a small part of them, joining in the protesting more than the violent scenes. That was why he had been able to escape without being recognized or ‘hauled in’ for it. But he still felt slightly ashamed of his actions now, at the same time as, confusingly, proud of them. The whole world had seemed to change on that day. Since then, he had not spoken to anyone of what he had done during the riots. They were as much of a secret as the cybernetics under his skin.

“Yeah, my home started getting messed up then, too!” Jax exclaimed, banging a fist down on the table. “And that’s when the nine worlds drew together, cutting off all of the others. We have to find out where this power core is and how it works! Someone on one of the worlds has to know more about it. We’ll keep looking until we find them.”

“You said that you know something about this corrupting influence.” Lenny turned to their host with his question, “can it help us now?”

Raggsy shrugged, “aw, I don’t know much, I’m afraid. Just this: before the Change, there was a sort of gang leader in these parts, called Ratcombo. Big fella’ with marvelous strength. Anyway, I’ve heard that, since the Change, he’s gone mad and keeps ranting about ‘purple energy’ and ‘doing what the master commands.’ That might have sometin’ to do with it, or he might have just gone off of his rocker.”

“Unless there is someone who corrupted the power on purpose,” Jax suggested darkly, “he could be the ‘master’ who is commanding the ‘purple energy’ that this gangster was talking about.”

“I don’t know. Maybe,” Raggsy yawned, making Lenny remember how weary he really was. The trek through the confusing city, the fight with the little Ratperson’s dogs and the shock of being in a new world was all starting to catch up with him. His head drooped towards the table. He heard Jax say, “Looks like it’s time for some sleep. You mind if we stay here tonight, Rags, and leave in the morning?”

“If you’ll take me with you like you promised, I’ll even give you beds and a breakfast,” the Ratperson promised, bustling up out of his chair. “Anytin’ to get away from this city, as it’s become. It’s just nothin’ like when I was a squeaker.”

Lenny forced his eyes open to watch as Raggsy went through another door and pulled a pair of old, dusty mattresses through into the little room. These he flopped on the floor and covered unceremoniously with a pair of frayed blankets from under his bed.

It was not a chilly night, underground in the cozy room. Raggsy turned the generator off, leaving the light to run for a little on his one old car battery. Lenny moved over to one of the beds, crawling gratefully under the musty, knitted blanket. “Thanks, Raggsy. You don’t know how good this feels.”

“Oh, yes I do!” the creature returned gleefully, landing with a thump in his own bed. Jax also flopped down and immediately started chattering about how much he enjoyed having a bed to sleep on, how many times he had gone without one in strange worlds and how lucky they really were. Lenny did not answer, letting the words spill over him as he drifted slowly into darkness. It was his first night in another world, in another dimension, but he was too tired to appreciate the differences. Only the fact that sleep was the same in this world as in his own.

In the morning Raggsy woke them clattering around getting breakfast on the wood stove. A strange smell, somewhere between burnt hair and browned sugar, met Lenny’s nose as he poked it out from under the blanket. Sitting up, he pushed away the cover to rub his eyes with the backs of his hands and orientate himself. It was strange to look around and see the wooden walls and dingy furniture instead of his own modern apartment. Even stranger to see the form of a giant rat bending over the stove, cooking something in a cast-iron frying pan.

“Yuck!” Jax sat up nearby, kicking his blanket into a tumbled heap at the end of his bed. “What is that smell?”

“Brekky!” The Ratperson exclaimed, obviously in a cheerful mood. His tail waved back and forth in a jolly manner as he stirred the contents of the pan with a spatula, dumped in some sort of seasoning from an old clay mug and almost danced around the stove with impatience for it to cook.

“But what is it?” Jax pressed, “I hope it’s not something really gross, like refried rice. I hate rice, it’s so plain and boring. And it had better not be beets, either! I just won’t eat those, not after what happened last time.”

“Nah, it’s just potato and cruncher hash,” Raggsy explained, at the same time as Lenny asked curiously, “what did happen last time?”

“The elf sitting across from me at the high Elvenlord’s table told me that it was boiled beets on swan liver that we were eating,” the traveler told them with a wry twist of his face, “but it turned out to be human blood...and liver, I think.”

“Ugh.” Lenny frowned at him. “Don’t make such disgusting jokes before breakfast.”

“But it’s not a joke!” Jax protested.

Lenny did not believe him and would not listen when he kept trying to explain that he was serious. Instead, Lenny stood up and went to sit at the table, where Raggsy had already set some assorted eating aids. None of the plates matched (one was tin, one wood and the last ceramic) and the forks were all a little worn about the handles. One even seemed to have been gnawed on by a creature with large, square teeth. Comparing sizes, Lenny thought that they must have belonged to Raggsy.

But despite the appalling odors, the breakfast was not bad when it Raggsy served it up. Not exactly what Lenny would call a good breakfast, but not bad, either. There was a large pan of some sort of cubed potatoes and small, crunchy bits which tasted like unsalted bacon, all mixed up with salt and a spice which he could not identify. He and Jax together ate about half as much as the Ratperson ate alone. Then they drank boiled water to wash it down. Heated, it wasn’t as foul as straight from the gutter.

“So, what exactly is a ‘cruncher’? They were pretty good in the hash,” Jax inquired, fastidiously wiping his lips on his sleeve.

“Heh, you liked ‘em?” Raggsy grinned across at them, running a surprisingly long and thin tongue through the tines of his fork.

“They weren’t as bad as I expected, considering the smell,” the traveler admitted.

“Yeah, earwigs don’t smell so great cookin’. But they sure taste good cooked up as crunchers!”

There was an instant silence, both of the young men looking at each other in horror. Then Jax ran hastily out of the room, while Lenny stood up to get another drink of water.

Despite the adventures of breakfast, they were soon ready to make another jump into the next world over.

This required them to find a sheet of metal, for which they went out into the upper world. Raggsy had packed a large bag of ‘provisions’ to take with them. Lenny remembered his own pack and wished that he still had it, but it was far across the city and probably snatched by some other Ratperson, by now.

Dawn was just coming gray and gold over the tops of the buildings, lighting the drab streets with its pitiless glow. Somewhere off in the city an engine was growling quietly to itself, while nearer a sign swung creaking on its post.

Raggsy drew in a long breath of his native air. “Gosh, it might be a little harder than I thought to leave this place. All my life has been spent here.”

Lenny nodded silently, understanding how he felt. But the Ratperson was not gloomy for long.

“Ah, well. No more bein’ chased around by murderous neighbors for me! Say, what do all of those little do-dads on your electro-thingy do?”

He directed these last words to Jax, who had taken out his Di-jump to make sure that it had cooled all the way and was ready to use. Lenny noticed that, like the jetboard, he had pulled it straight out of the inner side of his overcoat, without seeming to have much of a bulge there for a pocket.

“Oh, these?” Jax held it for both of them to see clearly as he explained, “this gauge shows the strength of the signal I am receiving. The colors are a bit backwards, I suppose, but the green shows a signal that is too weak for us to use safely in jumping between dimensions, the yellow means that it is somewhat stronger and the red is a world that is close enough to jump to easily. Lately, I’ve pretty much only got red signals; all the other worlds are so far away that they don’t even register. Below it is this cluster of four buttons. The top one flips through ‘channels’, so to speak. That is, it changes what world you are trying to jump to from one to the next. This other button does that as well, but it flips back through them the other way. Are you getting all of this?”

Raggsy put a claw to his snout thoughtfully. “Uh, kind’a. You're sayin’ that these worlds you can go to are like radio channels. The buttons flip between them and the gauge tells you how strong the signal is. But, er, what if there are no other worlds in range to go to?”

Jax blinked. “That’s never happened to me before. In fact, it’s impossible unless you went to one dimension and then it was somehow rifted from the others afterwards. Otherwise, you can always go back to the last world you were on. Which used to mean that you could find new nearby worlds easily, though now I can only find one ring of nine near enough to jump to, as I said.”

“Oh.” Raggsy scratched one ear before nodding. “Well, go on. What do the other three buttons do?”

“These two are simple.” Jax pointed out a pair, one red and one green. “The green one turns the Di-jump’s power on and off. If it’s off, nothing can happen. The central red button is the one which actually activates the jump. And you don’t want to push it until you’re ready, let me tell you!”

Lenny pointed out the one with ‘Panic!’ written above it. “What’s this one for?”

“Just what it sounds like,” Jax replied, picking that moment to tuck the Di-jump into his pocket. “Now, are we going to find a sheet of metal to use, or stand here yammering all day?”

Having lost all interest in the Di-jump machine, Raggsy quickly took them over to a large sheet of metal laying on the ground near his underground house. It looked like it had once been part of a large truck’s cab, perhaps the roof, but was now laying torn and rusty on the ground. It creaked when they stepped onto it, making Lenny wince and glance around hastily. They did not want to be overtaken by rampaging rats or Battlehounds just before making the jump.

“So... what’s this other world going to look like?” Raggsy asked as Jax began unfurling wires and clips to connect to them. He only had three in his pocket, temporarily limiting their numbers to the amount of people present.

“Who knows?” Jax flashed him a grin. “It could be like anything, or nothing at all!”

Lenny hoped silently that it would be a world with fairly advanced electronic technology and computers like his own. His energy reserves needed to be refilled for his cybernetics, though the passive ones always ran on a tiny trickle of power taken directly from himself.

Raggsy did not like to wear the alligator clip on his paw, but when they assured him it was a necessity, he allowed it to be installed. Jax insisted that it go on the soft portion of his delicate, flexible fingers, claiming that the claws might insulate it too much. This made the Ratperson grimace, though he said that it did not hurt too much. “Just feels pinchy, ya know?”

Finally, they were all three in place and Jax pressed the button for them to jump to the next world over.

—-
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Once again, Lenny tried to keep his eyes open and found that he could not. The world blurred. He blinked and found himself opening his eyes in a place that felt refreshingly, coldly new. One of the first things which struck him was the smell of freshly cut grass, sharp and sweet. Next was sunlight filtering down through tree branches rich with leaves, throwing dappled shadows on the ground. Blinking and looking around, he took in the entire scene.

They were standing on a patch of lawn grass surrounded on three sides by neatly manicured trees and shrubbery. A cement walk cut through the bright green grass like a pale river, flowing across a pleasant park of open woodlands. On a pond nearby floated a pair of billing swans, like petals of a gigantic scale. Beyond the park they could see the skyline of large buildings, many of them domed or with slanted roofs. None of them appeared to be built of metal or complicated composites, like the structures of Belltoh or even Raggsy’s city. They looked like they were mostly wood or brick, with tiled roofs or ones plated in a thin metal which gleamed like copper.

Nearby, people were strolling sedately on the park walk or even picnicking on the grass. To Lenny’s relief they were human, though their dress was archaic and strange to him.

Men were either wearing somber black dress clothes, with roses in the buttonholes and top hats on their heads, or flat, straw hats and natty pinstriped suits. Their boots were tall and shiny, most of their clothing being ornamented with heavy latches, buttons or broaches of brassy metals.

The women’s clothes seemed even stranger to Lenny. They wore full-skirted gowns with narrow waists and many pleats, the fabrics being in any color that humans can comprehend. Their hats were wide-brimmed, often with flowers or fruit balanced thickly on them. Most women carried a parasol, if not a fan and a pair of long gloves to go with it. They, too, had broaches and buttons of gold-tinted metals such as copper and brass, often larger than was strictly necessary.

Lenny stared at a couple going by on the path only a few yards away. The man had a large monocle in one eye, which seemed to have some sort of gears turning on the side of it, linked to a spindle twirling by the side of his head. It looked like it was clockwork, connected to an invisible mechanism inside his tall hat. The woman’s umbrella had a clockwork train running around the edge of it, pulling cars containing the tiny machinery.

“Hey, Lenny.” Jax grasped his arm, pulling him towards the shrubbery. “Quick, back here.”

He was also shepherding Raggsy ahead of him, pulling them both back into a dingy space in the bushes that was hidden from the rest of the park.

“What’s wrong?” Lenny snapped alert, glancing around over his shoulders to see if some sort of enemy was after them.

“We don’t want to be spotted,” Jax explained, waving a hand at both of his companions. “You two especially. Your clothes stand out too much, Lenny, and a Ratperson would look like a freak escaped from the circus to them!”

“T’anks,” Raggsy growled, giving him a glare. “That’s just what I’ve always wanted to hear.”

But Lenny could see the reasoning behind this statement. In his world there were so many fashions that a person’s clothes could look like almost anything without giving him away. It was mostly well-fit bodysuits of black or silver, like his own, but they would only consider you an odd character for wearing very different dress, not a complete weirdo.

But this dimension seemed fairly regulated in its uniforms. And so far as Lenny could see, there was nothing like a Ratperson in sight.

“So, what are we going to do?” Lenny asked, “your clothes aren’t much better.”

He did not wish to leave this world too soon, as it looked like a promising one. Besides the fact that the Di-jump would be too hot to jump with so soon.

“Oh, yes they are,” Jax retorted, pulling his coat together in the front so that it hid his ‘Galaxy Gas’ shirt. “Luckily, black coats are considered respectable in almost every world I’ve been on. It doesn’t matter what sort of technology they have.”

And with the coat buttoned securely up to his throat, he certainly did look a little more like the jacketed dandies in the park. His hair was the only problem. He tried running his fingers through it, but it still stood up in jags and spikes. Raggsy offered him some of the brandy from his provision pack to ‘slap’ it down with, but Jax demurred. Finally, they decided that he was respectable enough to go into the town and find Lenny some less noticeable clothes. Once Lenny had some more ‘dimension correct’ clothing, he could blend in with any crowd. Raggsy was simply too hard to disguise. He was told to stay out of sight in the large shrubbery section of the park, but otherwise to do as he wished.

“Well, I guess that ain’t such a terrible fate, after all,” the Ratperson agreed. “You kids can go walkin’ your feet off across the city. This place looks nice to ‘ang out in. Grass, blue sky, fallen leaves that prob’ly have tasty grubs under them...”

Jax made a disgusted face and started to push his way through the shrubbery. “Whatever. I’ll be back with a coat for you soon, Lenny.”

“Do you have money that they will take here for it?”

Jax turned back to give him a wink. “Gold is accepted in almost every world, just like black coats. Besides, clever people don’t need money to survive.”

And with that, he hurried off across the park. Crouching down in the crunchy, fallen leaves on the ground, Lenny found a place where he could see out of the bushes without being seen. In the distance, he could make out a happy couple picnicking on the lawn, hats thrown aside and hair shining in the sun. They were evidently laughing and chatting together easily, their heads tossing or turning towards each other with shy grace. Lenny felt a stab of jealousy, watching them. As far as he had seen, it did not appear that their world was greatly affected by the corrupted power core. Or at least, this small space of it was not.

They did not have friends disappearing overnight, or their jobs suddenly folding up in their faces like a fan. They had never had to flee their world because they were unacceptable in it.

“I wonder if Sara will be on any of these places...” Lenny sighed, feeling bitter. He turned over in the leaves to look at the sky. Raggsy was nearby, snuffling through them like a dog. Glancing up, his big, dark eyes glittering, he asked, “what’s wrong?”

“Sometimes I just feel lonely,” Lenny admitted. “It seems like no one has ever really understood me. No one who stuck around for long, that is.”

“Ah, kid, I know what you mean.” The Ratperson threw himself down in the leaves nearby, wiggling his shoulders until he was comfortable. “That’s part of life for everybody. I’ve lived alone so long that it’s strange to be travelin’ with somebody now. ‘Specially people like you, if’n you’ll forgive me. I mean humans. I’d heard of you types before, but never met ‘em.”

“So there are humans in your world?”

“A few, far away, on another continent.” Raggsy shrugged, waving a paw in the air lazily. “They keep to themselves, but some of the greatest Ratpeople adventurers of all time traveled to their place and talked to ‘em. They aren’t as...er, sophist’cated as you kids are, though. More like savages.”

“Just like Gulliver’s Travels,” Lenny muttered quietly, before saying aloud, “I hope Jax doesn’t get into any trouble in the town by himself. He seems so impulsive, I don’t know what he’ll do next. Like jumping off that building to save you.”

Raggsy chuckled, “yeah, but I, for one, am glad of that. ‘Sides, he knows what he’s doing. From what I’ve gathered, you’re not much more experienced at this game than I am.”

Lenny had to admit that this was the truth. And, in fact, it was not long until Jax returned, an enormous grin on his face. Over one arm he was carrying an off-white colored jacket with orange and red strips running vertically on it, while in the other hand he had a flat, wide-brimmed straw hat with an orange ribbon tied neatly around it.

“You’ll have to just stay with silver pants,” he remarked, “but I thought these would match ‘em. Button up and let’s go! This town is a rum one.”

Lenny thought that Jax’s fashion tastes were questionable, but he did not protest as he slipped on the jacket and buttoned it up. It had wide clasps of a coppery sheen, and was fit tight at the waist, while loose at the end of the sleeves. He felt mildly foolish as he stuck the light summer hat on top of his head. “Well? Do I blend in?”

“Perfectly,” Jax laughed, slapping him on the back. “Next thing we know, you’ll be strolling along the street with one of these ladies dressed in a circus tent! Come on.”

They looked each way, stepped out of the bushes and brushed the stray leaves off of themselves. Then they began to stroll along the cement walk, eyes constantly moving to take everything in. They passed a man selling balloons with an important air, children dressed in tall stockings and short clothes, and a fountain with marble statues holding marble buckets overflowing with water around its edges. Finally, they went out of a large, wrought-iron gate onto a cobbled street in the center of the town. A carriage pulled by white horses went by, soon followed by a contraption which made Lenny stare.

It was like a car, a very old-fashioned car with rubber tires and spoke wheels, but it was evidently steam-powered. A large stack puffed smoke into the air while a man in a servant’s uniform fed the fire of a boiler in the back. In the front, a driver dressed in dust jacket and goggles steered with levers which stuck far up at his side. A glimpse of dials, gauges and many little levers could be seen ringing his cockpit. The whole car was slickly built, painted black and covered in a mixture of moving levers, turning gears and golden frills. Lenny could not help noting that some of the gears were not being used for any practical purpose: they simply turned around for the look of the thing.

“Did you see that?” he whispered to Jax as they started across the street towards the sidewalk on the other side.

Jax nodded complacently. “Steam-power is the prime motivator, here. I don’t think you’ll find many computer chips, electrical wires or outlets today.”

Lenny nodded, hiding a frown. If this was not a world where electricity was used for power, he would not be able to refill his energy reserves to use his cybernetics.

Passing a group of women in aprons and men with bowler hats gathered around a fruit stand, the young men heard them arguing over prices. Not vehemently, but with a gentle rivalry that proved the city was a prosperous one. It was an abrupt change from the last city they had visited.

“Jax, why does everyone in these worlds speak the same language as we do? I would think they would be far different, as the dimension developed separately.”

Jax leaned closer to answer, so no one else would hear. “As I said in the beginning, these worlds are a little like mirror images of our own. We teleport to somewhere random in them, but close to the same co-ordinates as we left the last one. Being mirror images, many of them have the same languages, even if the dialects change slightly. Only a few places I have been to before have tongues that I can’t understand at all. We’re in the same part of the world. It’s just a different dimension.”
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