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On the library wall, the paint a shade of green darkened by decades, the portrait of Caslow County’s first librarian shrieked, “Eight hours until the season of monsters begins.” Most people called it summer.

Daelin Long paused, her mock battle suspended mid-thrust. She saluted her best friend, the ghost who lived in the painting, and drew in a deep breath. “Thanks for keeping track of monster o’clock as I asked, Cordelia.” At midnight, Daelin would face the monsters and give a report that, if she twitched wrong, would kill her and doom the planet. No pressure.

Monsters and a looming do-or-die test were one thing, but the most important thing was contact with her sister. Eight hours until Daelin could speak to Charming and, hopefully, hug her until dawn. Charming had been stuck on the other side of the rift for eight months, stuck on worlds populated with monsters. As a kid, Charming hadn’t been able to watch cartoons whenever the villains came on. She’d burrow her face into Daelin’s side and cover her ears, waiting for Daelin to give the okay.

Stomach squeezing, Daelin’s muscles quivered. Victories against one monster took the combined smarts and seasoned battle skills of seven warriors in town. Yet, she could believe nothing other than her sister had survived.

She had braided her sister’s hair, had bandaged her scrapes, had helped with homework, and had told her stories at bedtime. To keep the nagging worries about Charming manageable, Daelin had toiled over the winter sparring with the other warriors, and becoming a master at wielding her staff. Her honed skills would help win the coming challenges, and in doing so, she would save her sister. Which was all that mattered.

Charming was the sole reason Daelin continued to live in a dinky town in the middle of nowhere. To anyone who didn’t live in the vicinity of Settler, Oregon, this wasn’t a library. It was a small house with neat stacks of books, a large desk, an ancient copier, and two wooden tables for patrons who rarely came.

A bead of sweat trickled down Daelin’s nose. She swiped it off, the back of her wrist glistening in the brash rays slanting past the window pane. “Either I’m ready or I’m not. Tonight will tell.”

The painting of Cordelia Swit thumped, and the long-dead woman materialized over the massive cedar desk. She had the expression of a bulldog with wide cheeks and a hardened gaze. Age had softened the cut of her stern jowls, yet the lace collar did nothing to gentle her, merely adding to her righteousness. She cleared her throat, which came out as a ghostly howl. Her eyebrows rose, and she pursed her lips for a full minute. Daelin smiled.

Cordelia smoothed the sides of her swept-up bun. “I’ve no doubts you’ll triumph.”

“I appreciate your faith.” Daelin stared at the white staff in her hands that had become her special weapon. “I’ll be on my way after one more round with the nonfiction shelves.”

Daelin didn’t resemble the first librarian at all. High cheeks mirrored the slant of her aquiline nose and added a verve to her dark eyes. She favored her estranged father’s Mediterranean looks, except for the imposing height and broad frame. Those she had inherited from a Polish grandmother.

Cordelia folded her hazy hands and drifted closer. “Put your energy where it matters. It’s time to take your true place among the Rifters.”

“Hardly.” Daelin had been a Rifter for a scant year. Her former boss’s death didn’t qualify her to become leader. Her natural talents didn’t qualify her either, nor her need to save her sister. What Earth needed was experience and someone who didn’t have secrets.

“My place is to save my sister.” Daelin’s throat tightened. She gripped her white staff and thwapped it against the floor-to-ceiling shelf of reference books then speared Volume K.

After losing her job and robbed of her last paycheck in New York City, Daelin had moved to Settler because Charming offered a job, a place to live, and sympathetic hugs. Only, when Daelin had arrived, Charming had already gone through the rift to another universe, an action forbidden by the Governors—the beings who policed the rift.

Daelin let the staff slip and toyed with the bracelet on her wrist. The polished flat stones were leafy fossils found in the fossil bed just up the street. Charming had made the bracelet before she had disappeared. Daelin hugged it to her chest.

To lead the Rifters, she would have to betray Charming. If Daelin didn’t confess what her sister had done and give her up, the Governors would carry out their death sentence on Daelin and the other Rifters. Daelin didn’t want to kill anyone and she couldn’t doom Charming. If Daelin remained in the shadows and kept her secrets, everyone would live.

“I can’t give her up.” Fingers clutching the staff, she drew it over her head and charged at The Complete History of Oregon Volume 3. The stick hit with a solid clunk, vibrating up Daelin’s arms, echoing through the stacks of moldering books. She pivoted to the right and smacked the self-help section.

Cordelia floated over the floor and made herself as solid as possible, keeping in front of Daelin. Daelin lunged left. So did Cordelia. Daelin ducked and pivoted right. Cordelia didn’t budge.

“This is the wrong thing to be stubborn about,” Cordelia said.

“Charming needs me.”

“Yes, to take charge of this world. Trust your sister.”

Your first lesson was to trust absolutely. The white staff spoke in Daelin’s mind. Do as Cordelia says and trust your sister.

Daelin frowned at the staff. Remnants of a monster albino tree that had wreaked havoc last year, it contained the soul of the monster tree and the mind of Sabina Staley, former boss and head of the Rifters. Sabina had been a casualty in the fight with the tree, and the tree had absorbed her consciousness.

For a moment, Daelin’s eyes misted. She stood stock still and hung on every syllable echoing in her head. Sabina’s voice had become weaker over the winter and had gone silent the past month.

“I thought I lost you,” Daelin whispered.

I’ve blended deeper with Albin. Albin was the name Sabina had given the tree now Daelin’s staff. Our seamless union will help when facing the Governors.

Daelin refused to utter the tree’s new name, not until after it made the report. The albino tree had been employed by a Governor to spy on the Rifters. The tree and Daelin had practiced a modified version of the truth fifty times a day since September, making the lie part of the fabric of their merged thoughts. Had they practiced enough? Daelin’s mouth went dry.

“Time to stop the mock war and run through the report one more time.” Daelin set the staff on the desk and grabbed the towel sprawled over the ink blotter. There was also a rotary phone on the desk. Daelin dabbed the soft towel over her damp skin.

“You won’t be alone.” Cordelia’s long skirt billowed around her feet as indistinct as a smudge.

“Francine will be with me. She’ll begin my training as Tracer.” Francine Storm was a fellow Rifter and owned the general store.

“The training is irrelevant. Concentrate on aiding Albin.”

“I don’t need to be told.” How could she forget? One slip and Daelin would doom her sister and any chance Earth had of surviving a coming war. “I’ll stand strong.” Her shoulders straightened.

“I’ll be there to add what shielding I can.” Cordelia spread her see-through hands. “I won’t risk you.”

Daelin reached for Cordelia, and her hand passed through a cold patch of air, landing on nothing. “Don’t put yourself in danger. Not on my account.”

“The Governors pose no threat to me. There is little I can do to affect your dimension. I ceased to be a Rifter on the day of my death.”

“Either way, I won’t chance losing you. You and the staff are the only ones I can truly confide in. The only ones I can talk to about Charming and her secrets.” How sad was it Daelin’s best friends were a ghost and a stick?

“There are others, actual humans. Earl Blacke and his band. A relative of yours as well.”

“Cobb.” Daelin’s baby brother. He had come to Settler in September at Charming’s request. Charming had sent him a package with instructions to visit Daelin in Settler on the very day the rift sealed shut for the season. Daelin had to protect him. He faced the same doom if the Governors found out what he knew.

“I wish he wasn’t involved.” Daelin huffed, blowing stray hair out of her face. The inky tresses fluttered upward and settled back over her long nose. “Charming should have left him out of this.” She pulled the elastic out of her hair and gave her shoulder-length tresses a quick brush with her fingers.

Cordelia rose higher off the floor. The hovering didn’t help her height. She was still a head shorter than Daelin’s six feet. “He chooses to be here.”

“Because he’ll refuse Charming and I nothing.” She plucked her denim blouse off the back of her desk chair and buttoned it up over her tank top. “Stupid loyalty.”

“Says the kettle. You don’t run away from Charming’s demands.”

Running away was what Daelin’s mother had done. “I won’t leave her.” Daelin raised her chin and opened the bottom desk drawer. She pulled out her canvas messenger bag and tied her staff to the laces she had sewn onto the bag.

“Yet you daydream constantly of a normal life. Like with a certain Detective Browder Washbrook.”

Browder Washbrook had first come to Settler investigating a missing person; a person ensnared by an albino tree. Somehow, Settler had kept the truth from him, and he probably knew. He kept coming back and visiting the library. Cordelia didn’t think it was the books or the town’s mysteries that had him returning. Daelin had begun to believe her, but she couldn’t.

Heat creeping into her cheeks, she slung the bag over her shoulder and shut off the lights. There was one picture window beside the glass door. She drew the blinds on the window and the door. “Romance is a dumb fantasy. The rift, monsters, and threats from other universes are reality.” She laughed. A year ago she would have said the opposite. Pausing with her hand on the doorknob, she blew Cordelia a kiss. “I’ve some things to do before standing guard. See you in the morning.”

“Tonight.” Cordelia’s ghostly form merged with the portrait behind the desk.

Daelin shook a finger. “I can’t be the Rifters’ leader, but I can be yours. I need to be able to trust you.”

“Absolutely.”

Frowning, Daelin shot one more warning look at her friend before securing the locks. What good did warnings do? Cordelia did as she pleased. She had when she was alive. Death hadn’t changed her.
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Four o’clock in the afternoon, and Settler was as quiet as if it didn’t exist. The streets were empty of people and cars. The library was on the main street, Brucker Avenue, which ran east and west. On one end, rose Swit Peak. At the west end, Gold Lake shimmered. Its twin, East Lake, couldn’t be seen from town, obscured by an old pumice dome.

The hint of summer fell on Daelin’s skin. She walked toward the lake, in the direction of downtown Settler; nine whole blocks of it. At the corner, she crossed the street and approached a ramshackle building that used to be a dairy. It now housed several offices, including her brother’s. Between the handyman’s office and the lawyer’s rose a narrow set of metal stairs. Daelin climbed up and knocked on a door without a sign. A yellow shade over the window prevented her from peeking inside.

She knocked again, longer and louder. With an electronic whir, the camera mounted above the door pointed its lens straight at her. A voice crackled from a tiny speaker welded to the camera. “Use your key, Dae.”

She narrowed her dark eyes. “Yeah, the twenty steps from your couch to the door is too much of a strain. I wouldn’t want you to break a sweat.” On the keyring with her library keys was a second keyring for Cobb’s office. An old-fashioned skeleton key undid the brass lock. A modern key in a brilliant blue undid the deadbolt. She pushed down the brass handle and let herself inside.

The office consisted of a tiny reception area with a dining chair, a TV table from the 1960s, and an empty floor-to-ceiling bookshelf. A door with a frosted glass panel at the top led to the inner office. The interior was dim except for the glow from a computer.

Daelin skirted past the flimsy table topped with a metal tray depicting Quickdraw McGraw. She pushed the inner door wider and found her brother lying on a modern, faux-suede overstuffed couch, a laptop perched on his stomach. He wasn’t any taller than Daelin, but had a wide, imposing build, which made the laptop appear tiny. The couch was shoved up under a row of windows with a view of Swit and Gold Peaks when the shades weren’t drawn. In the center of the room was a substantial oak desk and a leather wingback chair.

“People are going to get suspicious if you don’t attempt to make this place look more like a business.” Daelin plopped down on the burgundy leather wingback.

Cobra Moondae Buckley, known as Cobb, had a dark complexion, hair, and eyes. He, Daelin, and their sister, Charming, all had different fathers, so their appearances had little in common. Their souls were where the similarities ran deep.

A warm twinkle in his eyes mellowed Cobb’s square jaw and gave the impression he was always smiling. He cocked an eyebrow. “Seriously? With the crazy going on in Settler, is anyone going to notice my office doesn’t have a sign?”

The wingback wheeled easily across the floor when Daelin pushed with her feet. Behind the desk was an old counter from a diner. It served as a kitchenette. Cobb lived in this room more than in the cottage where Daelin stayed. Granted, there was barely room for one person in the cottage, so Daelin didn’t give him too much grief.

Part of the counter had been converted into a refrigerator. Daelin fished out a Lemmy soda. The general store stocked all kinds of vintage sodas. She popped off the lid with the bottle opener attached to her keychain. “You need to make up your mind. Do you live here or work here?”

“Both. No decision needs to be made.”

She drained half the bottle. “People in town want to give you business, but they don’t know what you do.”

“They know I fix computers. There’s nothing more to know.” Cobb’s large hands paused over the keyboard. “What do you want?”

“Are you making any progress?”

“I tell you everything every day. Why do you keep asking?” He showed her the screen.

Charming had carefully hidden a flash drive filled with encrypted files. Cobb had spent the winter working on the files, and a letter popped up now and then. Yet the files remained a puzzle.

He had discovered U since yesterday, which made the title of the first document more legible. “ue r  t    T e U   er e.”

Daelin squinted. “I still can’t make sense of it.” She fished a journal out of her messenger bag. Battered and old, the journal had her name on it in faded gold lettering. It was held shut by a clasp. A crystal she wore on a chain around her neck opened it when she touched the crystal to the lock. She poised a pen over a clean page.

“These files were encrypted for a reason. What if someone finds your journal and figures out what we’re doing?”

“Who and what? We don’t know what we’re doing. I don’t know how someone else will figure it out.”

“You told me the walls have eyes in this town and the air has ears.”

“True.” She shut the journal and buried it in the bottom of her bag. “From now on, no evidence of anything we do on Charming’s behalf.” Her fingers drummed on the canvas of her bag. “With the rift opening, we’ll have to be extra careful. Anything you leave in this office should be about your schoolwork and fixing computers.”

“Oh, I’m careful, sista.” He pointed at a shelf running around the entirety of the room. Set upon it were columns of eye agate in regular intervals. Copper wire wound around the stones and connected them to a Tesla generator. “Flip the switch.”

She lifted her butt out of the chair to reach the switch. The generator hummed and power surged through the wires. Energy poured from the stones and added a tint of orange to the room.

“We can’t rely on stones, wires, and rift voodoo,” she said. “We need more security.”

“Agreed. We should quit speaking of certain subjects altogether while the rift is open.” He pushed himself up to sitting.

“Okay. Hmm.” Daelin tapped her finger against her lips, her brow furrowing. “It’s my sincerest hope cousin Minnie will make contact tonight.”

“We speak of cousin Minnie too much. People are going to figure out we mean Charming.”

The door to Cobb’s office swung wider. A man in his early thirties rapped his knuckles against the frosted glass. Dressed in a short-sleeve, white button shirt and neatly pressed khakis, he took off his aviator sunglasses and tucked them into his shirt pocket, the pocket sporting an Oregon State Detectives badge. Detective Browder Washbrook.

Daelin couldn’t swallow. How much had the policeman heard?
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Three hours east of Settler, deep in the Blue Mountains of Oregon, Earl Blacke bit his tongue so he wouldn’t sigh. The reports barked out by his captain moldered like the sodden wooden planks beneath the captain’s feet. It had rained every day for two weeks, unusual weather for the high desert of Eastern Oregon, and it wasn’t usual to train an army to fight monsters in other universes. Yet, Earl’s captain took it very seriously, which made Earl wonder just how insane his militia was.

The whole concept of the army was insane. Their purpose was to defend Earth against a rumored invasion by the Governors, a rumor that had yet to garner any truth. If the threat was real, there was the real possibility Earl’s troops would run at their first encounter with a monster. Earl didn’t think his captain would run, but, in his experience, the tough ones often ran fastest.

“Great news, General Blacke,” the captain said, “my brother-in-law and his clan are coming to join us. They’ve enrolled seventy-two more recruits to our cause.” Casey Huckston stood ramrod straight. His hazel eyes shone bright beneath the brim of his boonie hat. His sodden army-surplus clothes dripped onto the floorboards.

The floor had been recycled from an abandoned barn. The desk Earl Blacke sat behind came from an office liquidation sale. He picked at the peeling plastic veneer, and attempted to smile at his best recruit. “Wonderful news, Huckston.”

The news was anything but great. Earl’s bank account hovered near zero, and he had yet to come up with a solid plan for getting more money. He couldn’t afford seventy-two more souls in his army, not without doing something drastic, which he didn’t want to do. He’d been a crook before, and had sworn he’d not rob again. His word had meant little in the past; he wanted it to count now.

He clutched the pocket watch in his vest pocket; the watch he’d purchased to impress San Francisco’s high society in 1876. The watch he’d purchased with the bounty from his first stagecoach heists. He’d become the gentleman deserving the watch. He had promised himself he would the day he had arrived in Settler in this modern century.

Gussie Crane peered up from her computer screen. Her desk occupied the other side of the war room. “Five hundred and forty-three responses from our latest ad.” Her dark gaze glinted like obsidian before she lowered her eyelids and continued tapping away on her keyboard. The illumination of the screen highlighted the roundness of her cheeks and her devout dedication to the war against the monsters.

No computer graced Earl’s desk. He did things the old-fashioned way with paper and ink. He had, however, caved to using ballpoint pens and allowing Gussie to shred his strategies in a machine after she transferred them into the circuits of her laptop.

“We’ll need more barracks, sir.” Huckston spoke as if a captain in one of the great world wars instead of a captain heading a group of soldiers who would battle an enemy of monsters no one knew much of anything about.

Earl hoped news about the enemy would come through the rift tonight. His great-great granddaughter, Charming, was on the other side. She reminded him of himself; thirsting for adventure and running after her passions, grabbing them with both hands and not letting go. If his wife and daughters had been at all like him, maybe Earl would have stayed home. If he had stayed home, maybe he never would have become a notorious criminal.

Earl let go of his watch and peeled more plastic off his desk. He rolled the splinter of plastic between his fingers, ignoring the sharp pricks against his finger pads. The fighting force he had slapped together over the winter wasn’t ready to tackle a shadow, let alone real combat.

“Draw up a list of needed supplies,” Earl commanded Huckston, “and leave your list in the box outside the office.”

“Yes, sir.” Huckston’s boots clicked, and he darted outside, rushing into the blinding rain.

Once the captain’s footsteps sloshed into silence, Earl tossed the bit of plastic at Gussie. “His enthusiasm is misguided.”

She frowned and the freckles on her nose twitched. “Is it? We won’t win without enthusiasm. Goddess knows we don’t have much else.” Before joining up with Earl, Gussie had resided in the desert of Oregon, communing with a goddess who rarely spoke to anyone but Gussie. “If you don’t fatten up the budget, we can’t accept any more recruits.”

“I’m not a poor man.” Earl stood and clasped his hands behind his back. “But I don’t have the resources to finance an army. We’re stuck where we are. Three hundred ninety-three people. We’ll have to hope it’s enough.”

War changed the soul. Earl knew firsthand. He’d been gung ho in his war, the War Between the States. Afterwards, he couldn’t aim a loaded gun at another living soul and thought it a kindness he hadn’t subjected his wife and girls to the monster he had become. He didn’t want to be a thief or a beast again. There had to be better options.

“Hope is a great commodity, but there are limitations. Maybe we need to get more creative, like you did in the 1800s to improve your situation.” Her gaze left the computer screen and fell squarely on Earl.

He doubted he’d ever coax a deeper relationship from her, but if he kept on his path of atonement, she might think of him as more than a dastard in a few years. Gussie’s respect had become his bedrock. His fingers traced the contours of his watch in his pocket.

He joined Gussie at her desk. “I can’t become an outlaw again. One stay in San Quentin was plenty.” His hand raked through the blond curls gracing the top of his head. They were cropped short, and the sides were shorn near to the skin. “You challenged me to become an honest man. How is that honest?”

“You wouldn’t be lying to me.” Her ebony hair had grown below her shoulder blades, and she wore it in a single braid. She leaned back in her chair. “I’m surprised at the words I just said. I’ve been hanging around you too long.”

“Yeah, you’re sounding too much like me.” He perched on the edge of her flimsy metal and plastic desk, which matched his exactly. He tugged down his green tee shirt. It had long sleeves, and he wore a brown fleece vest over it. His jeans were a dark brown, and his boots the color of sand. He studied the scuffed toes, before meeting Gussie’s stare. “We can come up with a better plan, can’t we?”

She patted his knee and mulled over his question as if the next hour depended on her answer. It didn’t matter he made the same query every day. It didn’t matter they tossed around the same ideas. “We need a bigger army. To get a bigger army, we need more money. To get more money, we either have to raise it, earn it, win the lottery, borrow it, or steal it.”

“Mortgaging my ranch won’t be enough. My earnings from tourists at the ranch this summer won’t be enough. You have nothing. Silas has nothing. Dante has nothing. The ad you placed asking for contributions netted us two hundred thirty-seven dollars and nineteen cents.”

“The nineteen cents is weird.” She crinkled her nose. Her freckles winked. 

“That’s what you find weird?” He pinched her dark cheek. “We’re training people to fight monsters. The rest of the world doesn’t believe in monsters, so we don’t have the soundest folks under our command. We know of a doorway that connects forty-two universes. You speak to a goddess. I’m from 1888. Silas is from the 1700s. Dante is a monster from another world. And you find nineteen cents weird?”

She shrugged. Since giving up her homeless state to join Earl’s cause, she had gained twenty needed pounds. The weight hung in enticing curves only partially concealed by the sweatshirt she wore. Gray with an alien, the sweatshirt said, Aliens are Real! A pair of tan jeans and combat boots completed her outfit. “Donating nineteen cents is weird no matter what universe you’re from.”

“Weirdness doesn’t help us.”

“No, it doesn’t. I guess a business loan wouldn’t work.”

“They’d not take us seriously.”

“Lie. You’re really good at it.”

“I’d have to pay the loan back. With interest. It’s not free money, and our silly army doesn’t create any revenue.”

“Silly it may seem, but not when death comes knocking.”

“I’m hoping it doesn’t. I’m hoping we can keep it on the other side. Only twelve of our recruits have the gene to allow travel through the rift. Everyone else is stuck here.”

“Nothing wrong with remaining on our planet. We need a defense.” She shut down her computer and stood. She matched Earl’s medium build and harsh stare. “Your idea of using the twelve as an elite strike force is a good one.”

“Only they’re not the best. There isn’t much elite about them.”

“So you want to give up?”

“It’s tempting.” He strode to the one window in the office, which was a converted garden shed. He had cut the hole and installed the window himself. It stood vigil over the training grounds. Men and women ran around in fatigues, grunting, floundering through ankle-deep mud. A whistle shrieked. A lot of shouting was followed by rude gestures.

The infantry unit Earl had served with in the Civil War hadn’t been any better prepared, and the enemy had been more tangible. The enemy had been brothers, friends, and relatives. They hadn’t been strangers, hadn’t been inhuman. His present-day militia held one advantage over his previous war. “We’ve avoided sickness.”

Gussie came to the window. “I read a lot of soldiers died of illness in your war.”

“They did.”

“What a waste.”

“It was.”

“But you had a cause people could believe in.” She sighed and tapped her prosthetic leg. “I had no such fortune. My war lost its way.” She had fought in Afghanistan and wished she had something as tangible as reuniting the nation on which to hang her sanity.

“What a waste.”

“It was.”

The door flung open, letting in the blustering rain and a man Earl hadn’t seen since September. Dante, a Governor who had moved to Earth a quarter of a century ago to help guard it against his own people, stood in the doorway. He resembled Earl and wore a grin the devil would envy. Like Earl, he had blond hair and blue eyes. Unlike Earl, his hair hung straight to his shoulders, and he didn’t sport a shadow of facial hair.

Dante spread his arms wide. “Miss me?”

More times than not, Dante stirred Earl up until Earl wanted to scream. Other times, Dante listened to Earl’s troubles with nods and sips from a flask. They had learned computers, cell phones, and driving together. They had cried over the graves of Earl’s long dead wife and children together.

 “Where have you been?” Earl asked.

“Raising an army of my own, and I’m glad I did.” He wore no coat and the rain ran in rivulets off of his jeans and black tee shirt, leaving puddles. He made a squishing noise when he plopped on top of Earl’s desk. “Your militia is rather sorry, Charley.”

In the 1800s, Earl Blacke had taken many names. Charles Boles was the one he’d been born with. Black Bart was the one for which he was best known.

“It takes money to keep an army.” Earl stayed beside Gussie, not wanting to dampen his clothes. The day was chilled enough. “Where’d you get yours?”

“Don’t have any. Borrowed some from the recruits. Made promises payday is coming. That’s why I’m here.” He held out his hand. “I need to pay my people.”

“My pockets are as bare as yours.” Earl crossed his arms. “You didn’t come because the rift opens tonight?”

“Well, there’s that, too.” Dante ran his hand over his face and shook off the excess water. “Do you happen to have a towel?”

Gussie opened the bottom drawer of her desk and tossed Dante a roll of paper towels. “You’ll have to make do.”

“Considering your army, General,” Dante nodded at Earl, “this is what I should have expected.” He ripped off a handful of paper towels and dabbed them over his face and hair. “How is what I see outside going to save the planet?”

“Sane people don’t volunteer for war without pay. Sane people don’t want to learn how to fight monsters.”

Gussie joined Earl, her closeness warming his side. “It’s a hard sell.”

“Are you using the internet?” Dante wrung out the hem of his shirt.

“Of course,” she said.

“I think you’ve spent too much time in the desert. Earl, you need to find one of those computer whiz kids. I picked you to lead, so lead.” He pitched a wad of soggy paper towels into the trash can. “You certainly have the skills to procure funds. It was your line of work before you wound up in this century.”

“Stagecoaches don’t exist anymore.”

“Sure they do. They’re called armored cars.”

“And the money is marked and accounted for. We couldn’t spend a dime of it.”

“Fair point.” Dante pulled off his cowboy boots and poured the water on the floor. His puddles merged together. “So we need to woo a billionaire to our cause.”

“I’ve tried. So far, no one has whistled a note of interest.”

“It’s that or robbery. Pick one.”

“I don’t have to pick.” Earl tapped his foot. “I’m not going to be the man I was.”

Dante rolled his eyes. “We’re still on this, are we? Give it up. You are who you are. You’re a father, a husband, an adventurer, a miner, a soldier, a thief, and an ex-felon. You’re all of those things.”

Gussie nodded. “He’s right. We are everything we ever were. We can bury it, but we can’t disown it.”

“It doesn’t mean I have to repeat my mistakes.” Earl grabbed his long coat off the hook by the door. “I won’t do it.”

Dante laughed. “You will once you see what’s waiting for us beyond the rift.”
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 “We were just talking about our charming cousin Millie.” Daelin clamped her lips together then pasted on her best smile.

Detective Washbrook’s brows shot up. Their bold, dark lines framed his lively gaze. “I didn’t come here to listen to your personal conversation with your brother.” He untucked a laptop computer from the crook of his arm. “I need help with this, and word on the streets is Cobb is the person to help me.”

“There really aren’t streets in Settler.” Daelin picked at the logo on her soda bottle.

“Never mind her.” Cobb set his computer on the sofa and reached for Detective Washbrook’s. “What’s the matter with it?”

“It won’t do anything after it boots up. It just sits there.” He moved beside Cobb and pointed at the screen. “It worked fine last night. I allowed it to do an update, and now it’s hosed.”

“Hmm.” Cobb rubbed at his jaw. “It’s either a bad update or possibly a virus. Either way, I should have it working in a few hours.” He peered up at the detective. “I’ll need your password.”

“Everything’s here.” The detective handed Cobb a business card. “My cell phone number is on there as well.” He flashed a smile Daelin’s way. “Although, I don’t have to be anywhere. I can stay and assist. I’d like to know more about computers.”

“No need. I’m going to run a virus scan. It takes a while and is pretty boring.”

“Oh.” He stuffed his hands in his pants pocket.

Cobb rose and headed to his desk, setting the detective’s computer under Daelin’s nose. “You’re free to hang out if you want.”

“What’s this?” Det. Washbrook gestured at the glowing eye agate crystals running along the shelf surrounding the entirety of the room.

“Just a fun project,” Cobb said. “It’s using a Tesla coil for power, and the stones spoke to me.”

Detective Washbrook peered closer at the agate crystals. “What’s it for?”

“Decoration.” Cobb didn’t stutter or smirk. He had always been better at lying. Daelin should leave all the stories to him and keep her tongue still.

“I’ve noticed a lot of crystals around town. Is it a Settler thing?” Browder blinked stoically. The color of toffee, his irises danced while studying Daelin.

The man didn’t know how to take a hint. Throughout the winter, he had doggedly visited the library whenever in town, and tirelessly invited her to dinner. Her continuous refusals and cold replies hadn’t daunted him.

She liked talking to Browder, but she couldn’t get close. She fought monsters. She knew of a doorway to other universes. She kept secrets. He was a detective. It was his job to hunt down secrets. Maybe that was why he kept coming back. He could sense her secrets and was drawn like a moth to a lightbulb.

She had yet to meet a man drawn to her for herself. Her boyfriend in college had bribed her into taking his tests. Her boyfriend in New York had wanted a publishing contract. If her own mother hadn’t been able to stand more than a few hours in her company, it was no wonder. She’d gone on a date with a fellow Rifter who hadn’t seemed to want anything but her company, but that hadn’t worked out. He was too much like a brother.

Browder didn’t seem to be after anything either. He’d hang around the library, reading books and chatting. He always smelled nice. However, he was more dangerous than a regular guy, being trained to discover secrets. Daelin couldn’t risk it. For Charming’s sake and for Cobb’s.

“There’s a mineral shop with a very talented artist.” Daelin slung her bag over her shoulder. “The Obsidious Mineral Shoppe. It’s over on Red Butte Drive.” She stood, ready to bolt out the door the minute Browder gave her an opening.

Cobb shot her a stern glare, his back to the detective. “Go introduce him to Flame.”

Did she have to explain to her brother for the hundredth time why becoming chummy with Browder was a terrible idea? Apparently. “I have plans with Francine this evening. I need to get ready.”

Cobb placed a hand over hers and gritted his teeth. “It won’t take you long.”

She comprehended Cobb’s meaning. The detective needed distracting from the crystals and from what he might have overhead. “Okay.” She picked up her staff.

Browder’s smile warmed his face and put a slight dimple in his cheeks. “I’m excited to meet more Settler residents.” He stepped aside to let her through the door.

She skirted past him. Her nose caught a whiff of spice and crisp. She paused on the threshold. He topped her height by two inches. Trim, of a medium build, and his nose often in a book; he was precisely her type. If this was another time, another place, she’d quit avoiding him.

His grin broadened. Her face heated.

She raced through the outer door and down the stairs. The sun had shifted to the perfect angle to blind her and anyone else headed west. The street was void of cars. The shops were quiet, decorated for the upcoming Swit Days festival; Settler’s version of Founders Day.

Browder caught her elbow, slowing her down. He kept hold of her arm and slid on his aviator sunglasses. “I took a shower.”

Her feet faltered and she almost stopped. “What?”

“You’re always running away. I’m beginning to take it personally.”

“As I’ve said, countless times, I’m not ready to be involved.” She chewed on her lower lip and studied the street. The harsh winter had put more cracks in the pavement.

“Be my friend, then. I won’t ask for anything else.” His thumb caressed her elbow.

He didn’t have to say words to ask. She pressed her lips into a grim smile. “The shop is this way. Barely a block.”

They strolled to the other side of Brucker side by side. She used her hand to shield her eyes from the strong sun.

“You should get some sunglasses,” Browder said.

“I have some. I left them at home.” She had purchased a pair of vintage shades from the local thrift store last summer. Scratched up and bent from frequent use, she did need new ones. Online shopping would kill some time at the library tomorrow. Rarely did anyone come into the library, Browder the most frequent visitor.

They hung a right onto Red Butte Drive. The Swit House loomed across the street, hoarding its secrets. Daelin doubted anyone knew the full story of the strange house. She lowered her hand. Browder let go of her elbow.

Open hung in the window of the Obsidious Mineral Shoppe. Not an ordinary sign, it had been hand painted by the store owner. The sun lit up the crystals on display, transforming a store full of rocks into magic.

“Well.” Browder halted to take in the spectacle. “This is special.” He reached for a rainbow cast by a large crystal orb. The colors draped over his fingers.

Daelin had brought him here at the absolutely wrong time. She struggled for something off-putting to say. The enchanting glitter mocked her, and she gave up. “It is a marvel.”

“Thanks for showing me.” His dimples deepened. He had to be inferring things he shouldn’t.

She fidgeted with the strap of her bag. “Friends share stuff.”

He lowered his sunglasses. “They do.”

“I’ll introduce you to Flame.”

Taking out his cell phone, Browder snapped some photos of the sparkling display. “Let’s stay out here until the sun shifts.” He switched to video, recording the rainbows and glimmer.

The staff in Daelin’s hand quivered. She shook it. It trembled and quaked. She lurched, blocking Browder’s view of it. “Francine is waiting for me.”

His dimples faded. “Oh. I thought…”

Her staff convulsed, threatening to leave her grip and fly off. She clutched it tighter and held it behind her back.

He attempted to peer behind her. “Is something wrong?”

“I’ve got to go.” She whirled and bolted down the street. She glanced behind her, praying he wouldn’t follow.
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Earl slogged through mud that sucked at his ankles. He’d never seen it rain so much in the desert. “Must be an omen,” he muttered and tugged down the brim of his cowboy hat. Burgundy wasn’t a color soldiers wore, a vestige of his protest against what the rift demanded of him.

In the War Between the States, he had become a beast, a man he was ashamed to take home to his wife and children. He had hoped being around them would gentle his soul. It hadn’t. His brother had felt the same. Together, they escaped to the West. Wild men upon wild land. It suited. Until a run-in with a gold buying company ruined the mine.

The company became Earl’s enemy, preying upon his waning sanity. Yet, Earl had found a way to take on the company without bloodshed. He remained proud of that fact, despite his stay in prison. The years in San Quentin had made him realize vengeful wasn’t the kind of man he wanted to be. He considered what was expected from a gentleman of class. Robbing had no class. However, his change of heart didn’t prevent him from keeping the gold pocket watch returned to him upon his release.

Lost and drifting, he had no idea what to do next. His wife wanted him home. He couldn’t saddle her with the likes of him. The man she had married wasn’t the man he was. About to head to the docks in San Francisco to jump on the first ship recruiting sailors, Earl had received a package. He hadn’t given his real name at the hotel, and no one had known where he’d gone; a mystery as to who knew he was there. And the sender remained unknown. Inside the package, a letter had been hastily scrawled: You don’t need to know me, but you need what I dreamed. It was signed NT. Poems and illustrations graced the pages of a leather-bound journal. One of the poems was about solace and renewal in a town called Settler.

As good as an invitation, Earl went to experience Settler and ended up in the future. Determined to reinvent himself as the poem suggested, he’d dug up his stash and used it to set up a business. His ranch was a fine resort, and he had become a respectable man; the man he had aspired to be when robbing stagecoaches.

He sneered and shook the mud off his soles on a wooden mat placed before the door of a double yurt. He yanked open the door. The first room of the double yurt had a cot, a steamer trunk, and several bookcases. The bindings displayed titles on engineering, biology, geology, electricity, physics, chemistry, modern science, history, atlases, the science of warfare, and a few science fiction novels.

Perching on an old armchair near the door, Earl pulled off his sullied boots. He set them next to another pair by a wood-burning stove and headed for the inner door. On the threshold, he paused and rapped his knuckles on the varnished wood.

“Silas?” he said. “It’s me.” He nudged the door open an inch.

A Bunsen burner hissed on a metal table in the middle of the room. Silas Andruss hunched over it, holding a Petri dish to the flame. His hands were covered in thick, quilted gloves, and he held onto his experiment with a set of tongs. The blaze danced in the lenses of his safety goggles, and his lips curled into a wicked grin.

Earl stayed in the doorway, leaning against the frame, waiting for his friend to finish. When Silas shut off the flame, Earl knocked on the doorframe again.

“Can you hear me now?” Earl chuckled.

Silas raised his dark brows. They framed a pair of inquisitive, brown eyes. He had the same long nose and cheeks as Daelin, marking their kinship. Like Earl, Silas had been transported through the rift from another time. Silas came from the 1700s and had fought in the Revolutionary War. He was a keen inventor and had been a spy, which was how he had ended up on a ship that had sailed to the Oregon Coast. His long, brown hair was pulled back in a man bun. The camouflage sweater and jeans sagged on his slight frame.

“Pray, how long have thee waited on the threshold?” Silas removed his safety goggles.
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