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    To all our many devoted and loyal fans: 


We write and publish these stories only for you.


(Be sure to get your bonuses at the end of the story...)


- - - -


From the editor: This book is part of a continuing series, and has subtle references to earlier material. "Book Universes Notes" have been included in the back just to help you with  a character list, referenced books, and point out some easter eggs...

      

    


- - - -

[image: ]


SHE COULD STILL REMEMBER the look on his face when they closed the Riot Wall for the final time. 

She could barely find him at first beyond the chain-link fence a few hundred yards away. If not for that red-plaid shirt he always wore when he visited her. Standing in the closed “visitor” queue on his side of that wall.

After this day, there would be no more visits. Because this wall was the long-overdue solution to the long-running riots. 

Riots meant businesses closed, meant tax payments dropped, meant fewer jobs - even if you worked for the government. And the government jobs were the safest, as they only really depended on sucking up to whoever was in charge at the time.

It was a coward's way of surviving. But at least you survived.

Beyond the walls were more jobs, but lower wages for them. Still, those people seemed to like it out there. They liked working for themselves.

Rob had promised he was going to take her there. And one thing after another kept making him break his promise. 

When the Riot Walls shut for good - that was the final straw.

It didn't mean her heart wasn't breaking. And she knew his was, too.

But she had to turn away. Because everyone had to turn away. Someone in power was addressing their "citizens" over the city's PA system. And they had to listen "attentively" - If they wanted to keep their jobs, their housing, and what they considered a life here inside these walls...
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HE TOLD ME I SHOULD shut my eyes. But when I opened them at last, it was still worse than I expected. 

Of course, his warning was about the effects of time-space transmogrification, not what we would find when we arrived at wherever “there” was.

“They call this 'Cagga.” Joe was concerned about the way my face looked back at him. He'd let go of my hand, but I missed its reassurance. “You'd know it as Chicago in your own time-space.”

“Wow. What a wreck.”

Joe nodded. “Yes, Carol, but people still live here.”

“You can't be serious?”

He shrugged. “You wouldn't probably call this a life.”

“And yet you say I'm here to avert a tragedy? It looks like that already happened.”

Joe stayed silent, letting the city speak to that question. 

The noises of a quiet city loomed in my ears. Sounds of some traffic, but distant. The elevated train rolled through overhead, on a clattering track, echoing off the high rises to its sides, but loudly. 

Some pneumatic piston machines were running in the background, distant. Out of sync, one faster than the other, and only occasionally striking near the other's beat. 

What I didn't hear was the people. These streets were empty. 

A quick look around showed no reason for people to be here. The storefronts at street level were either boarded up or burnt-out shells. No sidewalk diners, no newspaper kiosks, not even street vendors. 

In this “Windy City”, there was no one here to complain about papers being blown about, or the grit arriving unwanted in your eye. 

A post-apocalyptic mess. Only without the gunshots and sirens.

I had to ask, “Where are...”

“Everyone?” Joe took my arm and started us walking. “Oh, they're around. Anyone who is able to work is at the factories. Anyone who isn't, knows better than to come out in the day time. Which is why we need to move. Dusk is coming.”

His pace quickened slightly, but not faster than I could keep up.

“I suppose it's not too much to ask for a short version?”

“Of this city's history? Or just the recent set, I imagine – the actions that made it diverge from the crowded, active mess it was in your time-space?”

He looked around quickly then pushed me into a narrow alleyway on my right as he followed. “Here, we'll be safe inside in a few steps.”

Then Joe stopped, touched a closed and soot-streaked door to his left. While it had no knob or lever to activate, it simply opened on its own at his pressure.

I knew to hold my questions until later. Not that I had much time to think, as he pulled me through after him.

- - - -
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LIGHTS CAME ON AS WE entered, the door shut firmly, and its interior lock clicked as it did. Then some other locking mechanism thudded into place, making the door shudder.

“Like I said, safe inside.” Joe took off his outer coat and hung it on a nearby coat rack, then held out his hand to me at eye level. As I shrugged out of my own coat and handed it to him, I started to look around. The dim lights exposed an outer reception to the building beyond. Dull browns and grays were the predominant colors. Bookshelves lined the walls to shoulder height. Some obscure photos and lithographs were framed and placed in orderly intervals. Obscure because the lighting stopped at the top of the shelves.

A small desk lamp, with its classic green shade, illuminated the blotter below it, and that light spilled over onto some of the wood desk with its patina of dust. The blotter itself was empty, blank. The only other item on that desk top was a small desk sign that read “Reception”. Even the chair behind that desk was missing. 

The floor seemed to be concrete, but was either painted or stained dark gray. No reflection meant there probably used to be carpeting here. That it was clear of any fibers, carpet glue, or padding meant that it was specifically removed for some reason. 

On the shelves were books. Crammed into the available spaces, few were uniform in height or thickness to their neighbors. No books lay sideways, though. The room was neat and precise. 

This made sense if you knew Joe. Even though I couldn't imagine him in a city office. But Joe's outlook was precise, exact, and cataloged with scraps of information he shouldn't know. 

Like he how knew so many precise details of my life. 

- - - -
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I'D LEARNED A WHILE back to mostly quit asking him how he knew details about my family and what I studied in school. He'd only shrug and smile.

Joe had appeared several times in that year since we first met. At least the times I knew he was there. On several occasions it was when I was about to get hurt or worse. There'd be that touch inside my elbow and a firm grasp to get me to stop – or get me moving. And I'd hear some whoosh or clunk where something was trying to occupy the same space as me. 

But he always kept that thing and me separate. So I'd thank him. And since I'd met him earlier when he had his Projector Medicine Wagon, I knew that he had some interesting abilities to show up and disappear when he needed. 

Not that we got to talk much. Because he'd smile and suggest I watch my step, or something polite, and then would usually distract me so he could vanish. 

One time I did see something out of the corner of my eye – like he folded up on himself. But as I did start to “watch my step”, I began to see potentials around me. Where things could change or not change. Cars could be there or not be there – right where I was walking, in spite of the lights and crosswalk signs. Or runaway pets. And learned to trust my insight. A knowing idea or hunch that if I put my hand out at a certain level, at a certain time, at a certain street curb location, then I'd snag a pet collar trying to run by me – and prevent a gruesome four-legged accident.

Of course, there were the good times, too – where by hurrying a few steps and stopping, I'd see a coincidental break in the clouds and a marvelous sunset that was only available to a split second, then the golden sunlight would be gone again. Reds and oranges smothered in blue-gray clouds once more.
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