
      Roy's Diner, 3 A.M.


      

      
      
         "But first, we need to talk about parallel universes."



Oh my god, I thought, he's starting with that? "I hate you so much," I whispered as my head thudded softly against the laminate of the table.



"Are you okay?" he asked, concern in his voice.



I let out a groan, and looked up balefully. "You're picking up the check, right?"



"Sure?"



My hand shot up, waving the waitress over. "Two milkshakes, please."



"One strawberry," he chimed in. I glared.



"Three milkshakes," I clarified. "Two chocolate one strawberry, double cherries on the chocolate, none on the strawberry."



"I like cherries too."



"I know," I said icily.



"Okay, but listen," he said, placing our straw wrappers next to one another on the table. "If you think of all the possibilities in a given moment, there's an ever-expanding multiplicity of outcomes. Not just whether you move to one city or another, or even order a chocolate or strawberry milkshake. What if a tiny speck of dust settles one millimeter to the left? It's not like that matters, sure. But it's not like the universe knows what... matters." He crooked his fingers in air quotes and paused, waiting for some acknowledgment.



"I'm breaking up with you," I offered.



"No, no, not until you hear me out. This is important." He leaned over to the booth behind him to grab another pair of straws. "So you have an infinite number of—well, maybe not infinite but unimaginably large number of parallel universes, right? Only the ones that are closest are indistinguishable. Maybe a single atom millions of light years away has decayed slightly faster and that's the only difference. But since they're parallel there's no way to get from here—" he jabbed at a wrapper "—to there." He laid down another straw next to it.



"Yes. I've taken high school geometry."



"Parallel universes are interesting but even if we were able to shift one planar micron to the side, we'd hardly even notice. So that's why we also need to talk about perpendicular universes." He laid a straw crossing over both of the other two at a right angle.



"Mmhmm." I pulled out my phone, tapping on the app for twitter. "Go ahead, I'm listening."



Twenty minutes and two milkshakes later, I quit cycling through my bookmarks and put my phone back in my pocket. He was winding down, it looked like. Halfway through he had raided a few more booths and now the expanded straw structure at the center of our table included salt shakers balanced on a napkin dispenser and a whole section made of interlocked silverware. He had gotten excited enough to bend a spoon in some tangent on temporal displacement, and I idly wondered whether the diner would make him pay for that or if they just expected patrons at this time of night to have a few screws loose.



"And so that's why I disappeared last night," he concluded.



I slurped loudly at the remains of my second milkshake and waved the waitress over to bring me a glass of water.



"And I got you this." He pushed a small box across the table, almost knocking over the salt shakers in the process.



I raised an eyebrow and cracked the box. Inside was a ring, with a small gem inset that shimmered and glowed in rainbow hues.



"It's like a mood ring. Matches colors with—" I frowned as the rainbow colors drained out, the gem taking on the appearance of glass. "Oh. Maybe it's broken? I can see if—"



"Tell me," I said. "What exactly did you miss last night?"



He grimaced. "Your birthday. I'm so sorry."



I closed my eyes and smiled. "My birthday was last week. Last night was dinner with my parents. But hey, I understand how you got the two mixed up because you missed my birthday too, you incredible dick."



He stared at me, eyes wide as I dumped the ring into his half-full milkshake with a plop.



"I'm so, so sorry. It's just... things get so confusing what with the—"



"The parallel universes, right. Well, I have good news."



His smile returned, dazzling with hope. "Yes?"



"That means that somewhere out there in the innumerable universes there's a version of me that's stupid enough to forgive you." I dumped the glass of water out all over his pile of straw wrappers and stood to leave. "Good luck finding it."
      

      
   
      Optimism


      

      
      
         The lovers meditated through the witching hours, as Dell's old book bid them. They held hands as the candles in the apartment burned low, smelling and touching each other, and watched themselves watch themselves in the mirror Rachel had moved in from the hall. 



"So..."

"... Mote it be," they whispered, when at last their time ran short.



"So mote it be!" the demon in the mirror cheerily agreed.



"JESUS FUCK, WHAT! WHO! GET OUT! OH FUCK SHIT!" Rachel replied, throwing herself backward with enough force to topple the couch. Dell, tonguetied, let the crashing furniture carry her down, then craned her neck up to stare at their visitor.  



Yep. Definitely, unmistakeably, a demon. Flowing, firey red tresses, pristine tan skin, a shirt and skirt combo that could have come straight out of a web search for "naughty librarian costume", the curves to fill them, and twin pairs of batlike wings on the backs of her head and torso.



"So!" the demon chirped. "As per the ritual, I'm here to get you set up with the Words and give you a starting tour of the Worlds, and, um, do you need a minute?"



Rachel stared at Dell, then at the demon, holding a finger out in front of her but not sure where to point. "No. Please leave? Please. This did not work. There is no way that stupid book worked. We are so fucked. Get away, get out of my fucking apartment, don't eat my soul, please?"



"Soul? Oh, one of those worlds. No, no, listen! That's all made up, there's no price, your soul is fine, I promise! It's more like, um, do you have computers? I think I see a laptop back there? The multiverse is like a computer, magic just sort of programs it, and the only common link we've found is--"



A thrown boot interrupted the demon, shattering the mirror into a spiderweb of frosted cracks and shards. Her image vanished, the warm crimson glow ceased, and the apartment went dark and silent again.  Rachel, breathing heavily, ran as fast as she could into the bathroom. 



Behind her, Dell quietly picked up one of the shards of the broken mirror, staring down at it. Dreams of something better danced through her mind. A world, infinite worlds, a life without her partner - but then, Rachel hadn't even expected the ritual to work. Hadn't dared to hope for it. Had thought the book was stupid, the ritual was stupid, all this was stupid.



In such a multiverse, surely there was something - someone - better out there?  



Dell reached down to the largest shard, ignoring how it cut her fingertip. 



By the time Rachel was back, the living room was empty.
      

      
   
      Blind Dating in a World Gone Mad


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      Walking With A Goddess


      

      
      
         Come with me a while, mortal, let me show you my realm. As you have told me about your history and world, so I feel it my duty to tell you about mine. It will pass the time as I take you to your new home.



You are still not happy to be here. It confuses you, yes?



Ah, you did not believe. Well, here is the proof for you here. The Nine Realms, the World Tree, all of it is real, since time immemorial.



And this...this you can tell is Niflheim before you.



I do not blame you for your mood at hearing the name. I care not for this place myself, but it is not my fate to be anywhere but here. Nor is it yours, I'm sorry to say.



See that damn gate over there, the one so solid and true? It keeps us all here.



Nothing can leave, not you or I, not anyone. And that is the way the others want it.



And the rest of it...my 'lands'. Mist that robs one of heat and life, a sky the color of raw steel, ground that barely ekes out a living for anyone...



Not the fabled halls of Valhalla is this place; I hear the sun shines brightly there and the land is fruitful, not unlike Midgard.



Oh, so you know something of the Realms after all?



Yes, you're right, at least we need not worry about giants here, whether from Muspell or Jotun.



All we have instead is this endless gray-



No, don't touch me! A momentary stumble, I will be fine! My body is not entirely destroyed.



My apologies, but I doubt you wish to contract...I believe your people call it 'leprosy'?



That is why I am here now, isolated from...'decent people'.



It is why many of us are here, when we haven't been sent here for starving to death, or being taken by accident, or any of a thousand things beyond our ken that deny us an 'honorable death'.



Just like you.



You, a warrior of uncounted victories, should have been taken by Odin's valkyries, or perhaps by Freya herself to Folkvangr. You should have been treated to feasting and fighting and...whatever else they do there that I only hear about second- and third-hand. The skalds should have fought each other to write sagas worthy of your adventures.



And yet here you are in this blasted wasteland. Simply because you died in your bed, because the only thing that could kill you was time itself.



You deserve better...but this is what you have been given. Being sent to this leper colony they call Niflheim.



At least we have made something of a 'life' here, such as it is.



You see the halls; stone they may be, not timber, but they suffice to keep out much of the chill. And the fields...they may not have the bounty of Vanaheim, or even your own Midgard, but we have enough men and women of skill to keep ourselves fed.



We do the best with what we have. It is all we can do and it is all I'm afraid you will be able to do.



Ah, here we are. You will be living here from this point on and-



Yes, this is my home, my hall. Do not worry, I personally occupy that wing over there, separate from the others so you need not fear becoming like me. You will live here, with the others warriors who have come to this place.



It is why I brought you here. I would ask that you be one of my einherjar, one of my chosen, an enforcer of my will in this place. Order must be kept here, and I would have the best at my side.



I know it is not much, ruling over what Odin and the others would probably call peasants in some mockery of their halls, but it is the best I can offer you.



You accept?



Are you sure of this? I will not force you.



Good. You have my gratitude, mortal.



I, Hela, mistress of Niflheim, welcome you to this place as one of my own.
      

      
   
      Villainy


      

      
      
         “Ha HA! Prepare to face your DOOM Ultra Man! For before you stands the greatest invention of Doctor Sinestro! Behold, as my Parallel Dimensional Transport Device summons an alternate universe version of yourself!” Doctor Sinestro cackled maniacally, twirling his handlebar mustache with one hand while throwing the activation switch with the other.



There was a bright flash of light, a deafening crack… And suddenly there were two spandex clad superheroes in the room.



“Now, Alternate Ultra Man, destroy your nemesis!” Sinestro cackled.



Both superheroes stared at him in puzzlement. 



“Um, why on earth would I do that?” Alternate Ultra Man asked.



“Because… you’re from an alternate dimension? And equally matched?” Sinestro suggested. Neither argument seemed to impress the superheroes. “And… there can be only one?” 



Ultra Man snorted. “What do you think this is, Highlander?”



“Yeah. It makes much more sense for us to team up and beat the snot out of you.” Alternate Ultra Man offered. 



“Then we can figure out how this thing works and send him back home.” 



The two superheroes grinned at each other and cracked their knuckles, before advancing on the villain. 



“Well crap.”






*********FLICK*********




“Ha HA! Prepare to face your DOOM Ultra Man! For before you stands the greatest invention of Doctor Sinestro! Behold, as my Parallel Dimensional Transport Device summons an evil alternate universe version of yourself!” Doctor Sinestro cackled maniacally, rubbing his magnificent goatee with one hand while throwing the activation switch with the other.



There was a bright flash of light, a deafening crack… And suddenly there was a second spandex covered figure in the room. Though this one had a reverse-colored costume. 



“Ahah! Another universe for I, Evil Ultra Man to conquer!” The supervillain laughed.



“Evil Ultra Man?” Ultra Man asked, clearly puzzled. “Wouldn’t ‘Ultra Evil Man’ sound better?” 



Evil Ultra Man shrugged. “The name was already taken. Now die, fool!” The evil doppelganger struck suddenly and mercilessly, blasting the hero straight through a wall.



“Yes! Yes! Yes! Ultra Man is defeated! It’s everything I ever dreamed it would be!” Sinestro gushed, grinning maniacally. 



“Yes indeed! There’s nothing I enjoy more than killing weak, pathetic heroes!” Evil Ultra Man turned his malicious grin towards his summoner.



“Though killing competing supervillains is a close second.”



Sinestro blinked, pondering that statement. 



“Well Crap.” 




*********FLICK*********




“Ha HA! Prepare to face your DOOM Ultra Man! For before you stands the greatest invention of Doctor Sinestro! Behold, as my Parallel Dimensional Transport Device summons a powerful immortal from an Alternate Universe to destroy you!” Doctor Sinestro cackled maniacally, twirling his cape dramatically with one hand while throwing the activation switch with the other.



There was a bright flash of light, a deafening crack… And suddenly there was a… strangely cute purple furred quadruped of some sort in the middle of the room.



Hero, Villain, and summoned creature all stared at each other, nonplussed. 



Sinestro recovered first. 



“Now my minion! Destroy Ultra Man!” he commanded. 



The quadruped just tiled its head in confusion, the bony protrubence on its forehead pointing this way and that. 



“Why would I do that? Can’t we all just be friends instead?” It asked earnestly.



Sinestro facepalmed while Ultra Man smirked. 



“Well crap.” 




*********FLICK*********




“Ha HA! Prepare to face your DOOM Ultra Man! For before you stands the greatest invention of Doctor Sinestro! Behold, as my Parallel Dimensional Transport Device summons an eldritch abomination from an alternate universe to destroy you!!” Doctor Sinestro cackled maniacally, flicking his long locks of luscious blonde hair with one hand while throwing the activation switch with the other.



There was a bright flash of light, a deafening crack… And suddenly there was a [Censored] in the middle of the room. 



“Aaaaiieeeeee!” Shrieked Ultra Man as he looked upon the [Censored]



“AHHHHHHHHH!” Screamed Sinestro as the undulating [Censored] of the [Censored] waved and [Censored].



Both hero and villain’s eyes began to bleed as the [Censored]…




*********FLICK*********




“Well Crap.”



Doctor Sinestro sighed as he turned off his latest invention. 



“Curses! A Parallel Dimensional Transport Device seemed like the perfect way to defeat Ultra Man!” He monologued to himself. “Still, I am immensely relieved that I decided to build my Parallel Dimension Viewing Portal first.” He shuddered at some of the alternate outcomes he had observed.



“Well, I suppose it wasn’t a total loss.” He pondered, stroking his bare chin thoughtfully.



“For I now know that I would look truly awe-inspiring with a proper goatee and cape!” He grinned manically.



“Long hair and handlebar mustaches are right out through.” 
      

      
   
      Pickup Trucks and Comic Books


      

      
      
         I could always tell that Jason was a hell of a lot smarter than me, and I’m sure he got it from his mom. I know parents say this all the fucking time about their kids, but, no joke, this guy has probably got twice my vocabulary and he isn’t even in middle school yet.



I’m still drenched in stinking sweat when I pick him up from school. It’s over a hundred degrees, and the boys and I have been working at the Twinbrooks Avenue project all day. With any luck, we might be able to get the foundations set by the weekend.



As he hops into the passenger side of my pickup, Jason sees that I’ve still got my hardhat on, and he knows that I’ve gotta head back to work after I bring him home. I can tell he’s disappointed. He doesn’t like having to fix his own dinner, but he’s used it to. Still, I don’t feel too good about it, either.



“How’s school?” I ask as I turn the key. The twenty-year old engine complains and puffs for a second, but she starts up. I take care of my shit.



“Good,” he says. He wipes his glasses on his shirt and pulls out one of his comics from his backpack. “It was Miss Gee’s birthday today, so we had cake.”



“Cake, huh? What kind?” I notice that there’s a wad of dried mud on my fingers. As we drive down the road, I roll down the window, stick my hand out. Every once in a while, I’d rub my caked fingers, and the mud comes off, all blackened and powdered up, and it flies away into the wind.



“Dark chocolate, like mom used to make,” he said.



I peek over my shoulder at him. He’s flipping the page of his comic, and his eyes have got this faraway look in them. I think he’s thinking, but hell if I know half of what goes on in his head nowadays.



“Couldn’t have been as good. Your mom made the best,” I say.



“Yeah, wasn’t as good,” he agrees. He flips another page, and his eyes go back and forth across drawings of super heroes with bullets whizzing past their perfectly styled hair.



The school’s a bit of a drive from home. It’s private, and I’m damn proud that Jason’s been doing great there. Costs a buck, but nothing that I can’t give up. Jessica wouldn’t have wanted him at a public school. She was always picky like that.



“Hey,” he says. “You ever hear about parallel universes?”



“Parallel what, now?” Like I said, my brain’s like a toaster. You could wrap your pinkie around it. “Sounds like a sort of parking to me.”



Jason doesn’t laugh. He usually laughs, even when my jokes are awful. I get a bit worried.



“Parallel universes, dad.” He puts his book away and looks out the window. “Like, a whole different world. A whole different universe. And there’s people there, but they’re like alternate versions of people here.”



I’m shaking my head at the idea. “So there might be a whole bunch of guys like me and you?”



“Yeah,” he says, “but they might be different. Something different could have happened to them a long time ago, and that makes them change who they are. There are infinite parallel universes, so there could be versions of us who could be anything at all.”



“That’s crazy talk.” I scratch my beard. “You saying there could be a parallel sub-whatcha-call-it world where I’m president? Or the world’s smartest dad ‘stead of the dumbest?”



“Let’s not stretch things.”



I laugh.That little shit.



“What’s got you thinking about all this theoretical stuff, huh?” I ask. “Don’t think Miss Gee’s been teaching you this bull-malarkey.”



“Naw.” He drifts off again.



I can’t explain it, but when you’re a dad, sometimes you just know when something’s wrong with your kid. I got that feeling real bad.



“Hey, eyes up!” I’m doing a bad impression of my own old man, but it works. “What’s on your mind, huh?”



“I don’t know,” he says. “I was just thinking… maybe if I could go to parallel universes, I’d go to one where I could have mom’s chocolate cake again.”



And just like that, I’m thinking about my Jessica again. Her voice, her hair, her smell. Her laugh and her cooking, and her son.



“Yeah,” I say as I let some more powdered mud out the window. “I’d like that too.”
      

      
   
      Outsmarting Yourself


      

      
      
         The acrid stench of tobacco smoke permeated my nostrils, nearly camouflaging the ozone-like scent of an impending timelike curve. Smoke was the second-worst part of the underground fighting profession. The first part was killing other nerds, but that was easier to acclimate to. The smoking gamblers would always underbet a girl, which meant more money for me. They were stupid, but that's why I was in the ring and they weren't.



Unlike the good-old-days of the twenty-first century, the gamblers and fighters here couldn't be more disparate. You don't stand a chance in time-battle unless you're brilliant. Out-think your opponent, and you win: your sequence of actions will murder them. Then go through the motions to complete the loop. You'll probably emerge unscathed, since you can always fake injuries after the fact.



On rare occasion, some muscle-bound punk with a normal IQ and fatal hubris will step in the ring. Those are a snap. Often, two steps of strategy are sufficient to squash them with your timeporter or annihilate them with one of your weapons. Overconfidence kills, so I always use ten at least. Plus, I had an unfair advantage. I was one of a dwindling handful of mathematicians in the world with the ability to intuitively understand how time travel worked. I'd already terminated several of the others.



Battles were weird, but entertaining. Two contestants timeport in on opposite ends of a blastglass-enclosed stage. After emerging from your porter, you have ten seconds to size up the opposition and select three weapons. I usually take a toxic pistol and a concussion grenade for two. Some pistols are fakes. Others shoot bullets or shells. They all look identical from a distance so only the wielder knows. This is important, because the most common strategy is to make it look like you've been killed. You try to cover as many contingencies as possible, so even if it looks like you're dead, you can go back in time and fake it to complete the loop, often with weapons you took off the guy you eliminated.



The real battle happens in the ninety seconds that follow. Two geniuses stare at each other and plan, like Jedi playing chess. After arriving, your porter is time-locked to the end of that ninety second period, which is when electronic betting stops and all hell breaks loose. You can't port in from outside the arena, because it's warded, but if you're clever you can still take action prior to the time limit. I like to go back in time and track my opponent down before the match and do something to weaken them without their knowledge.



This match was different. My timeporter didn't take me to the arena. It took me to a small room with two other timeporters, only one of which was functional, and that one took me here. I should have realized, but I didn't know I was in a mirror match until I saw myself emerge from the other porter. It was a clear setup by the Matchman, that incredibly wealthy fat guy with a facemask. He sat in the bleachers and ran the entire betting ring.



She was just as surprised as I, but asymmetry spread quickly. In mirror matches the curves aren't closed anymore, so literally anything can happen. This meant a significantly higher probability of double fatality. I grabbed a fake toxic pistol, a real one, and a fake concussion grenade (rubber shrapnel). My double selected a pistol, a concussion grenade, and a smoke grenade.



The thinking segment was excruciating. How do you outthink yourself? My twin keeled over onto the mat before the ninety seconds was up, which made it even worse. Did I poison her successfully? Was she faking? It seemed a naive strategy, but I wouldn't do something that dumb, would I? I tried to imagine every contingency, but I failed.



I never noticed that the timeporter that obliterated me was empty.








It took twelve years to execute everyone else who might've had the ability to invent a time machine. I amassed a small fortune in the process. After finally hanging up the fat-man suit, I had to go back in time to invent the technology, but that was trivial.



My wife—the only other person on Earth who knew what I'd done—once asked me if it was hard to kill those two other versions of me. I replied that it wasn't hard, because the bitches deserved to die.



I hope she didn't take that response personally.
      

      
   
      First Sight


      

      
      
         Buoying myself with a little liquid courage, I ask, "Do you believe in love at first sight?"



He glances up through his emo fringe— looking a little startled, as if he doesn't know he's the hottest thing at this room party— and gives me a smile I can't quite read.  Lifts a black-fishnet-clad arm to sip his own drink.  "Yes," he says softly, "but that's irrelevant."



Huh.



"How come?" I ask, drawn in like a moth to his odd answer's flame, and his response is—







— to hold up his other hand, adorned by a plain silver band dammit that's just anticlimactic



That line was just too good for the truth.  I'm left wondering what might have been— 







— to lift his glass to me, a gesture I return with a tapping of plastic rims before we both drink.  "You look awesome," he says.  "I love the tattoos.  And I'm definitely flattered by the attention.  But I don't bat for your team."



I laugh, my failure cushioned by the compliment.  "Oh, man, and I just got my gaydar back from the shop, too.  I'd better find a new mechanic—"







— to fish a business card from the inside pocket of his sharp black vest.  "Right now, anyway," he says, eyes zeroing in on the pack of partiers entering the room.  "I don't do love on the clock."



I accept the card automatically, and as I'm opening my mouth to ask for clarification, he says "'Scuse me" and slips past me, one hand levering dark shades over his eyes and the other reaching inside his vest again.  A popped-collar dude from the new group glances at him, freezes, and backs into the hallway.



My mystery man pauses for a moment, glancing back over his shoulder with a rakish smile.  "But I wouldn't mind a chance to take my first look at you after our team finishes the extraction.  Say, over drinks at the 139 Lounge?  My treat—"







— another smile, more wry and guarded.  "I'm asexual," he says.  "I don't do flirting."



"Huh," I echo.  I've heard of aces before, but never met one, especially not dressed to kill on the party floor of a convention.  "That's a shame."



The humor leaves his face.  "No, it's really not.  It's not some disability.  It's how I'm happy living my life."



I can feel my face flush.  "Uh.  I'm sorry.  I didn't mean it that way.  Just, you look so amazing— if you [i]did[i] do sex I would be so into you."



He sighs.  "I appreciate the compliment.  It's just … everyone does that.  Treats me like I'm broken somehow.  It gets old."



"I really am sorry.  You seem like an awesome guy and you didn't deserve that."



"Thanks."  He drains the last of his drink.



The awkwardness of my accidental insult hangs silently between us.  He makes no effort to move from his spot by the snack table.  I want to slink away, but one thing nags at me.



"Why yes?" I ask.



He refocuses on me.  "Hm?"



"You said yes to my question."



"Oh!"  He chuckles.  "I do.  Just for people who aren't me.  In fact, I've seen it firsthand."



He's happy enough talking about other people's relationships, and a great storyteller, and he seems to relish making me laugh, and they have to kick us out when the party hosts close down the room.  We wander down to the streets for a smoke and end up talking till nearly dawn.  I never find my soulmate that night but fall asleep without regrets—







— "We've met, so this isn't a 'first'."



I fall into his stare.  His luscious hazel-brown eyes aren't familiar.



"You'll have to refresh my memory," I say.



He laughs, enigmatic and alluring.  "Oh, not here.  Maybe not even you and me, depending on how you look at it."



I laugh back, intoxicated by his voice.  "So, what?  Some sort of Fringe deal?  Other us-es in parallel universes?"



"Well, when you put it that way," he says, eyes drinking me in, "it sounds kind of crazy."



"It sounds utterly crazy," I say, and lean in.  "Tell me more."
      

      
   
      Letters from the Unknown


      

      
      
         The other scientists were out of the workshop. The computerized clock ticked down to one minute left.



"I don't think you get it." The Professor's fingers twitched with nervous energy. "The other test subjects…"



Merk frowned. "They were thoughtless. Went nuts. I won't, so don't worry."



"But other universes could be mindbendingly different. Full of concepts we don't comprehend!"



Merk buckled himself into the invention. "Risky, yes, but worthwhile. Think of the possible discoveries. We could improve the entire world for the better."



"But your wife… Your kids."



"They know I must do this. We've spoken." He sighed. "You've got to go now."



The Professor shivered. "Promise you'll return."



"I will."



With one lingering look, the Professor scurried behind the shielding where the computers hummed, powering up for full mission commencement.



Merk checked the contents of his utility pouch, flipped down the visor on his helmet, looked over the info registers showing the invention's core outputs. Everything seemed good.



He provided the thumbs-up when the timer clicked to fifteen seconds.



Then he closed his eyes. No one know the true problem with the previous botched missions. The cognitive deficiencies of prior crews could result from viewing the crossing in-between dimensions. But then, so much of the process continued to be mysterious. Could other dimensions be full of toxins, their lifeforms evolved within those contexts? Could they consist of hostile beings with queer powers over the mind? Could the underlying physics work differently? Or even time itself?



The possibilities were endless. But Merk knew his combo of scientific knowhow with soldier's experience would let him succeed where others fell short.



The noise of the workshop grew tremendously, until the countdown hit one second.



Merk tensed up. Not nervous. Just tensed, like the coiled spring which rockets up to the ceiling when let go.



Then the sound of the universe ripping open to form the tiniest hole, big enough one sole pilgrim to worlds unknown.








When Merk opened his eyes, he found himself sitting in the middle of the street. 



He took stock of his surroundings. Nothing seemed out of the norm. This city could be from his own world.



Over the fence to the street's side, trees grew. Birds flitted through their limbs. Joggers, children, the elderly strolled by on cobblestone routes, enjoying the fine sunshine.



In the other direction, shops stood together, with dresses behind their windows. Shoppers drifted by, just browsing the selections. Some noticed his position in the street, pointing in shock.



Merk stood slowly, blinking his eyes to prevent dizziness. He must look ridiculous in the suit he wore. But the peril continued to be serious.



Sudden honking of horns confirmed the risk. Vehicles obviously sought to use the street, so—



One truck stopped suddenly in order to prevent running Merk over. Behind it, the driver continued on obliviously, resulting in luckily the tiniest of fender-benders.

 Crunch.



Both drivers got out, yelling insults to themselves plus Merk too.



Nonetheless, Merk felt relief. It seemed like this universe would be fine. His mission would be successful. He stumbled in the direction of the drivers. Then he listened to the words one spoke.



"Ugh," the person groused. "I'll phone for triple-A."



Merk felt something in his mind twist, tumbling to the ground with his limbs twitching.



"What's his problem?" the other driver questioned. "Oh my god. Someone call an ambulance! He's… he's bleeding from the ears!"



Merk's mouth hung open, producing one sound: aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa
      

      
   
      The Burden She Bore


      

      
      
         The plaque on Mama’s desk read “Delilah Wolfe-Chan, Prof. of Astrophysics.” But I knew the truth: my mother was the bearer of all the world’s knowledge. After all, who else knew the names of every star in the sky, let alone the schedule of every public bus in San Francisco? Who else could cook dinner with one arm while editing textbooks with the other? Even while sleeping, the veins in Mama’s forehead bulged, like ropes straining to hold her mind in place.



Mama would sometimes read her red-inked work to us. Supernovas, parsecs, wormholes—Papa and I nodded along.



To eight-year-old me, she may as well have been reading fairy tales. Forget lightyears—just leaving my city seemed an impossibly long journey.



Still, I made no fuss when she lectured me on paying attention in math class, or explained time dilation while washing my hair ("Judy, sweetie—imagine that the tub drain is a black hole."). I listened with as much attention as I could muster, letting her calm, raspy voice flow into my mind. Maybe some day I could be as smart as her, I figured.







"You can do better," said Grandma.



She'd lived in California for forty years at that point, but Shanghai survived in her accent. Her words came out slow but jagged.



The monthly dinner conversation. Mama nodded. "Yes, Mā. I know."



I watched them like a tennis match.



"When my friends ask what you do, I do not wish to say.” Grandma’s sagging jowls made her look like a bulldog. “It seems a waste.”



“C’mon, Lin,” Papa said, chewing. “Say what you want about USF, but teaching’s a fine job.”



“Yeah,” I squeaked. I’d never butted into these conversations. “She’s a totally great teacher.”



My contribution hung. I saw Mama’s smile.



“I never said she is not." Grandma's eyes lingered on Mama. “But we did not send you to school for you to stay there. You are better.”



Mama’s smile didn’t last. She stared at her food. “Yes, Mā.”







That night, after Grandma returned to her condo, I sat awake in bed. In the chair next to me, Mama read Harry Potter aloud, slowly, softly. Too softly.



Gaining the courage to speak took half a chapter. But between descriptions of Hogwarts’ magic mirror, I threw down the words: “Grandma's wrong.”



Mama froze. Then, she dogeared the page and closed the book. “About what?”



“You’re not a waste.” I gripped the blanket. “You’re super smart.”



“Grandma knows I’m smart. That’s why she’s angry with me,” Mama said. “She thinks I should've left the city and cured cancer or something. Anything but teach.” She stared out the window, studying the skyline. “She just wanted the best for me.”



“But you wanted to be a teacher?”



“No.”



That left a black hole of silence in the room. “Oh,” I said, queasy. “Then what did you want to be?”



“Y'know. Doctor. Astronaut.” Mama shrugged and offered me a smile. “But then I got an offer to intern at USF, and one thing led to another, so... it all worked out.”



“But do you wish it hadn’t?” I asked. “If you went back, would you work someplace else?”



Mama furrowed her brows—then turned towards me. “Have I ever explained multiverses to you?” I shook my head, and she grinned. “According to this theory, there are an infinite number of other universes, just like the one we live in—but with tiny changes. Like, one where I don’t wear glasses.”



“Or where my hair is blonde, not black,” I said.



“Right. Or: one where I did leave San Francisco, and became an astronaut, or whatever.” Mama shook her head. “Maybe that Delilah is better off—rich, famous.” She smiled at me. “But I met Papa working at USF. So that Delilah doesn’t have him. That Delilah doesn’t have you.”



“That’s not a tiny change,” I said.



Mama laughed. “No, it’s not!” She leaned down and hugged me. “We don’t need to worry about what Grandma says, or what the other Delilah is doing. I love you so much, I would destroy every other universe just to see you smile.”



My eyes widened. “You can do that?”



“Well, no. Scientists haven’t even proved multiverses exist, much less how to destroy one.”



“Oh.”



“But who knows?” Mama said, reopening Harry Potter. “Maybe one day, you’ll be the one who proves the theory.”



Giggling, I wriggled under the covers.



That night, I imagined the future, with Mama and I standing together, reading stardust-laced fairy tales to the world.
      

      
   
      Fears Are Like Dogs


      

      
      
         I heard somewhere that fears are like stray dogs: you only collect as many as you can feed. 



It turns out that I can feed three. 



Fears, not dogs. 







My first fear is well-behaved. It doesn't make a fuss, or keep me up at night, or do anything more than whine softly if I look out of my tenth-story office window. It's a reminder more than an annoyance: the ground is very far away. 



It's a smart breed. Keeps you alive. Popular, too—go to an amusement park and count the bench-dwellers. Their friends might lead them towards the coasters, but the leash around their wrist pulls them back just as hard. 



It doesn't need much feeding. Just stay away from the edge of the bridge, take trains and not planes, don't look down, don't look down, don't look down.  



The other two aren't so easy.







Throw the spitball, the second fear would beg when I was younger. Teacher hasn't looked over all day. What if she's forgotten about you?



She never forgot to put me in detention. My boss brings me to negotiations instead. It turns out that management is good exercise for something as insistent as the need to be noticed. 



It's an intimidating fear, I suppose. Has a bad reputation simply because it's rowdy and bullish. I don't feed it so much as harness it and set it loose, letting it pull me across the organizational landscape. It comes across as confidence in the conference rooms—I bark over my coworkers, clear and loud. Scary? Maybe. 



What matters is it gets the job done. The noise draws their attention to what I have to say, and their eyes to my self-assured face.



If I hold their gaze, I know that they see me. 



Don't look down.







Beatrice doesn't seem to have any fears. But she does have a chihuahua, and a garden too small to keep it contained.



I want to stride up her walkway and tell her that I don't mind helping her chase after Taco when he gets out—that I think it's a funny name and he's a funny dog with a charming owner. 



I want to tell her that her roses are lovely and I'm rooting for her in her battle against the Homeowner's Association. Because yes, Vintage Olive is a better color for a townhome than Faded Vanilla or Expired Milk or whatever boring shade of off-white adorns my half of the duplex. And I think she's great for refusing to paint it back, and would she like to go out to dinner sometime? 



The third fear doesn't have a name. It doesn't need one: all it has to do is chew up my compliments and take a dump on my thoughts. It runs in circles until its leash is tangled around my tongue and I can't do anything but trip over words that should come easily, that did come easily, just this morning. What makes a garden so different from a boardroom? 



Beatrice only smiles at me politely, and somehow that makes it worse, because nobody could ever feel ignored with her gaze gently holding theirs. I want to show her that this stuttering mess isn't who I am, that I'm bolder and braver and in possession of a much better vocabulary than the feeble "Hi!" I routinely offer her. 



But whenever I meet her eyes, the ground disappears from under me and I'm falling.



Don't look down.




      

      
   
      You’d Better Skip This One.


      

      
      
         This story seems familiar already, doesn't it? Even by the first sentence, you feel you've read the same thing before. Just hang on a bit.



You know that déjà vu is supposed to be just a form of neural overlap; two parts of your brain going out of sync, so it feels like you've experienced something twice. There's more to it than that, of course. You know how you feel when you should have done something important, and you failed, but you can still feel that chance of success as if it was burning in the air in front of you? As if somewhere you'd done it right the first time?



And haven't you ever been chasing a really interesting idea, and had that feeling that you were just on the verge of something great, something that was really going to be transformative, something that might justify your whole life, and then it all fell apart on you?



There's a reason. You aren't going to like it.



You're not the only one, of course. That is, you're not the only one of you. There's more of you, out there in the spaces of possibility, all separate, and you can't ever see them or directly communicate with them. But when some of you happen to be thinking about similar things at similar times, sometimes you can feel what they're feeling, and what they think can reinforce what you're thinking. 



And when a bunch of you are thinking along the same lines, and new ideas just seem to snap into place, it feels great, doesn't it? It's like a bunch of separate vines growing and curling together until they have enough support to grow upward, and the meanings converge, and you feel like you're a part of something truly amazing. And in truth, you are. You really are.



But that Tower of Babel legend, it means something. This sort of thing has been going on a long time and our ancestors knew something was up.



There's something else out there, and like the sun it feels good for vines to grow towards it. But also like the sun, it would be disastrous for a vine to get too close to it.



So here's that one version of you, just feeling its way upward into the space of ideas, and radiating those good ideas to the others that are converging with it, and all of you feel great. And then something happens. The good feelings dissolve in confusion and bitterness, and there's just that memory of how good things could have been, and now you have to start over. You feel like the spirit has drained out of everything, and you're left drifting and hopeless, like you've lost someone you loved and you don't know why.



Now you do know why. The one of you that was furthest out in front--the one with the best grip on the idea--that one just vanished from existence.



You didn't know it, but you were lucky, even though something horrible just happened. Like a vine that's been cut in half, you can at least try to grow again in a different direction. But that one version of you on which the rest were leaning, the one that was getting too close... what happened to that one?



I told you that you weren't going to like this.



Whatever force it is out there, it may be only be culling what it has to in order to keep us away. Maybe it doesn't care if we get too close and our main vine gets burnt to ash. Perhaps we're just being pruned back, like a rose bush that starts overgrowing onto the lawn. Maybe it's eliminating the nascent competition.



Maybe it's hungry and it's picking the ones that are ripest.



Now that you know this, what can you do? Not very much, is there? If you start thinking too hard about how to solve this problem... you're next.



Maybe you'll start becoming more like that force, feeling the ideas growing in the back of your mind, those thoughts with the greatest potential to transcend and become something more... and then stamping them back down to oblivion, starving them of your mental energy, or perverting them into different channels to keep them from getting too fruitful.



Or you could just forget all about this and go on with your life. 



This is just a story, after all, one that seems familiar, as if you've read it before.
      

      
   
      Someone is Wrong in the Multiverse


      

      
      
         The season finale had barely ended when Charlie took to twitter to vent her displeasure.



🔥Charliemander🔥 @chrdeluxe

Worst ep of star ever?? Logically incoherent, totally implausible--writers bs 'multiverse' stuff bc they're out of ideas




She watched as a scattering of responses came from her mutuals. @hamshrug bewailed the way his cinnamon roll son was treated; @scamdwitch ranted on rushed fight sequences. She was thinking through the first few scenes of a fixfic to try and salvage the mess when her tweet received another response.



Alec Vinswald @avinturer - 3 minutes ago

Maybe you just didn't understand it? It's all very carefully crafted and clever. At first I was confused too! (1/32)



Alec Vinswald @avinturer - 2 minutes ago

I'm happy to walk you through in detail. But first, we need to talk about parallel universes. (2/32)




At this point people started piling on, responding to his comment with 'But first, we need to talk about parallel universes' over and over, which caused her to snicker. But Charlie sensed an argument she was zero percent interested in having, and clicked to block the guy.



The fun in communal misery had waned. She closed her laptop and wandered off to bed, still stewing over the atrocity of storytelling she had just witnessed.








The next morning, Charlie woke up to the buzz of her phone. She groped for it, blearily looking at the newly-received email.



Alec Vinswald <avinswald@gmail.com> - Thoughts on the Season Finale



Dear @chrdeluxe,



I hope you will not take this amiss, but I believe we got off on the wrong foot

yesterday. I'd really like to continue our conversation, and think you will 

agree that surface-level inconsistencies mask what is a rather intricate 

rumination on causality. But first, we need to talk about parallel universes.




She hit delete.



Halfway through getting up and dressed, her phone buzzed again.



She clicked 'delete request' on the friend request on Facebook too.








She was checking her mail downstairs when she realized something was strange. A postcard that had been delivered yesterday read: "Please pardon the crude display of my point, but now you must admit that what you had written off as 'totally implausible' does in fact have some merit. Allow me to explain. But first, we need to talk about parallel universes."



She threw it away, along with two other letters from the guy.



She threw away the newspaper too, after noticing the front page headline was PARALLEL UNIVERSES, AND WHY WE NEED TO TALK ABOUT THEM



"Everything okay, hun?"  



Charlie looked up from jamming paper into the trashbin to see the lady who lived upstairs. "Just having a bad day."



"Sorry to hear that! Oh, I met a friend of yours. What was it he wanted me to tell you again…?"



Charlie bolted out the front door.








Pulling her car out of the driveway, Charlie turned on the radio. "Next up is the new hit by Alec and the Hadron Colliders. It's 'But first, we need to talk about parallel universes'!" She clicked it off. The car that pulled up next to her was blasting it out of open windows anyways.



She found a pair of earplugs in her center console and jammed them in. It was only when she made it to work and realized work wasn't there that she realized she would need to put an end to this somehow.



The coffee shop had vanished from the strip mall. Instead, there was... Butt-First Fitness, then a theater playing We Need to Talk about Kevin, then Paralegal Services (that had lost its 'ga'), and finally Universus, the "one-stop shop for competitive unicycle jousting." So when she read them all across the top...



She got out and stormed to the center of the parking lot. Throwing her head back, she yelled out, "I get it, let's fucking talk!"



She was unsurprised when a dude in a Batman/Ghostbusters mashup t-shirt slunk out from behind a tree. 



"So talk," Charlie said. "What was so good about the Star Trek finale?"



Alec stared at her. "What?"



"You heard me."



"You were talking about Star Trek?"



"Obviously."



"Not… Star vs. the Forces of Evil?"



"Nope."



Alec cleared his throat, shuffling his feet. "I think there's been a misunderstanding."



Charlie let out a huge breath. "Are you kidding me? The Star Vs. finale was actually good. I don't like what they did to Marco, but--"



It's only when Alec's eyes lit up that Charlie realized her mistake.



"Well, actually..."
      

      
   
      Memento


      

      
      
         Click. Click. Click.



There’s something off about the noise, of footsteps-against-tiles, but, like some half-remembered dream, it keeps slipping away from me.



"….can provide." The doctor walking at my side looks over at me.



I shake my head. "Could you repeat that again, please?"



We’re walking down a corridor, with white-washed walls and a tiled floor. Smells like a hospital. The overpowering citrine smell of well-starched sheets, and coats, and polished steel, and food on trays, and needles, and wires, and – 



"It’s a nice place," says the doctor. "The best care we can provide."



Of course it is. I try and focus. A crash. Blood. So much blood. The man next to me is still talking.



"…of it?"



He catches the look on my face, and pre-empts the question this time. “I asked what you thought of it? The machine? It’s an option, you understand. Preserve her consciousness. A world of her own.”



The images won’t go away. Windscreen and bone. A woman, screaming. The thick smell of acrid smoke. “There was a car accident…” I murmur.



He nods hurriedly. "Yes, a terrible affair. But I’m afraid time is rather, well, of the essence, you see. Too long, and there’s nothing left for us to, ah, retrieve." His tone is urgent, his eyes alert. He doesn’t break his stride as he speaks. It’s a long hallway.



Click. Click. Click.



I think for a moment. "You can ask her, can’t you? Put her in a sim, ask her there, switch her off if she refuses?"



"We, ah, could, yes. But I’m afraid that would involve informing her that she is, in fact, in a sim, the knowledge of which we wouldn’t be able to, ah, redact, so to speak." The man licks his lips, words dancing on the edge of something.



I keep walking. It’s a long hallway. "I’m not seeing a problem."



"How would you handle the knowledge that you were the only, ah, real person in the world, hmm? The only real thing full-stop, as it were? And not just now, not just today, but for the rest of existence?"



“But I –”



The man in the coat pre-empts the question again. “As far as she’d know, you would have perished in the accident. Over time, I imagine, she would, ah, forget.”



Click. 



Click. 



Click.



Understanding dawns on me, slowly, subtly, slotting into place as I struggle to formulate a question. And then it settles, silently, and there’s nothing left but a calm consideration. I keep walking.

 

It’s a long hallway.



"How long now?"



The man in the white coat – if he is, in fact, a man – stares off into space, his eyes distance, listening for something. To something. "Two or three minutes, give or take."



Not long. "And at the end?"



The man pauses, licks his lips. "The, ah, end?" he repeats.



"Of the hallway. Beyond the door, if there is one."



I watch his face change as it clicks for him, too. There’s something there for a moment – is it pity? Respect? Some grim resolution? – until he looks away, and when he looks back, his expression is softer, more kind.

 

"Oh. I see. That, I’m afraid, is the subject of a vast amount of, ah, speculative literature, on which I’m afraid I am not, as it were, an expert." His tone is apologetic, and awkward.



Silence falls, save for my footfalls.



Click.

 

Click.

 

Click.



"For what it’s worth," he adds, "I’m sorry."



"We were going to the beach," I say. "That’s all it was meant to be. A Saturday morning off. That’s all."



The doctor slows down, matching my pace. "I’m sorry, I truly am."



"The kids –"



"Will be looked after. As will your wife."



I nod. We’re almost there.



“I’ll miss her."



"As she, no doubt, I must say, will miss you."



I pause in-front of the door. Two steps, maybe three.



"Are you sure?"



I look at it, up and down. It’s a simple affair. White coat, silver handle. I’m not quite sure what I was expecting. Something ornamental, perhaps. Something symbolic.



I suppose the hallway is symbol enough.



I nod. The man in the white coat looks me up and down, nods, and, with one last sad smile, vanishes in a blur of pixels.



I step forward, towards the door, single footsteps clicking on the white tiled floor.



Click. 



Click. 



Cli-
      

      
   
      King Laius


      

      
      
         You ever spend $5,000 on a backpack? I have. Worth every penny.



It’s stylish canvas with leather-reinforced corners and double-stitched nylon seams. Tough as hell and holds four textbooks, a laptop, sandwich bag, and all the random junk that accumulates during a college student’s day. I had an embroiderer attach one of those cloth nametapes the military uses, which not only gives it a nice accent, but reminds people who I am in case they forget and can only see my backpack for some reason.



It’s also the local anchor point for a semi-sentient, multi-dimensional wormhole that scans billions of alternate universes, many of which are a bit further along time’s arrow than ours, and every morning it automatically fills itself with a single item that I will need at some point during the day. Like, last week, it had a packet of wet-wipes when I woke up, and sure enough at lunch I spilled grape juice all over my hands, leaving them a sticky, sugary mess. The wet-wipes were exactly what I needed. Thanks, wormhole! $5,000 well spent.



I opened the backpack when I woke up this morning, just like always. First thing I do.



There was a gun inside.








Let’s be clear about something: I don’t know the first thing about guns. I’ve never shot one in my life. Never wanted to.



After the initial shock faded, I reached out and gingerly lifted the weapon. It was heavy, much heavier than I expected, and painted solid black. Tiny letters stamped on the side named it a Beretta M96 and warned me to read the manual before use. 



I checked the backpack. There was no manual.



“Okay,” I put the gun down and pressed my palms against my temples. “This is fine.”



One of the favorite tales of the ancient Greeks was King Oedipus. Oedipus’s father, King Laius, heard a prophesy that his son would grow up to slay him. To avoid this, he abandoned his infant son to die. But shepherds found the boy, and raised him, and in time Oedipus grew and went out into the world, and on the roads he one day encountered his father the king, and not knowing him slew him in a quarrel. Thus, by Laius’s own actions the fate he sought to avoid came to pass.



It’s weird the things you learn when you have a semi-sentient wormhole backpack. My Google search history has some crazy shit in it.



Anyway, all this is to say I already know what you’re thinking. Just stay home. Skip class, and you’ll miss whatever crazy thing that was going to happen that your backpack thought you needed a gun for.



But that’s what Laius would do. He thought he was smarter than fate. If I stayed home, it just meant the backpack thought I’d need the gun here instead of out there. Would that be any better? Good question. I thought about it long and hard while hunched over the toilet, hyperventilating and trying not to be sick. 



I need a gun today. The thought burned like flare in my mind. I tried to imagine all the harmless reasons a computer science undergrad at Arizona State University might need a gun on a Tuesday. That lasted a few seconds. Then I started thinking about all the realistic, shooty reasons a college student might need a gun. Then I threw up.



I rinsed my mouth and went back to the backpack. There was nothing else inside -- not even a concealed carry permit. But then, the backpack could only ever give me one item, and apparently the wormhole controlling it figured I’d rather have a gun and no permit than a permit and no gun. Fuck, why couldn’t it just have given me a bus ticket to Flagstaff? 



Answer: because a bus ticket out of town wouldn’t be as useful. I hunched over, breathing hard, trying not to pass out.



I thought of my grandfather, who fought in Europe during the war. Was this how he felt, the night before battle? Did he cradle his rifle, pondering all the events that led him to that moment, waiting in a foxhole, unable to sleep, dreading the dawn? Was it reassuring to him, knowing why he had a gun? Why he needed it? 



I could only wish for such certainty. I slipped my textbooks into the backpack, nestling them around the weapon, concealing it from casual observation.



I was not King Laius. I walked out the door.
      

      
   
      Folks You Know


      

      
      
         Welcome, Dans!


	

Dan stared at the banner, annoyance on his face. 

	

Bad enough I have to come here, he thought. Didn’t need them to misspell my name.

	

He took a breath and turned the doorknob. A slight creak emanated from the door as he stepped inside. 

	

The red carpet covered the whole floor, with Bibles and kneeling pillows filling the edges of the room. Wooden crosses hung from the room's sides, their mahogany tones clashing with the wall's bland white color. In the center of the room sat the group, lounging on metal folding chairs that stood in a loose circle. Only one was empty, Dan’s designated spot for the next hour.  

	

The people turned to face him. Dan shifted his head, looking down toward the floor. 

	

“Dan,” a female voice said. A calm warmth filled her words. “Thank you for joining us.” 

	

Dan nodded and made his way forward, face still glued to the floor. He sat in the empty chair as expeditiously as possible.  

	

“Well, now that Dan’s here, we can get started,” the woman said. “Dan, would you like to go first?” 

	

Dan sighed. “Do I have to?”

	

“Not if you don’t want to. We can come back to you later, when you’re more comfortable.”



“No, I’ll go now.” He sat back in his chair and stared at the ceiling. “Hey. My name is Dan.”

	

“Hello, Dan,” the group murmured back. 

	

“I’m here because I committed assault while under the influence. I don-“

	

“Would you mind looking at us, Dan?” the woman said. 

	

He eyes stayed on the ceiling. “I don’t want to.”



“Why not?” 

	

“Well…this is supposed to be anonymous, right? Should I be looking at your faces?”

	

Light chuckles filled the room. 

	

“I wouldn’t worry about that, Dan. We all live very far away. It’s unlikely you’ll run into us outside of this meeting.”

	

“Well, still…”

	

“Alright. I can see you’re a little uncomfortable, so we’ll let everyone else speak, then come back to you, alright?”



Dan nodded.



“Hello, my name is Dan,” another male voice said.  



Dan looked to his right. Weird, he sounded just like m-



It was him, Dan, sitting next to himself. The same face, same build. Only the longer hair and blue jeans differentiated him. 



Dan sat up. “What the hell?” 



“What’s wrong, Dan?” the woman said. 



“He…he looks just like me,” Dan said. 



“Why shouldn’t he? He’s Dan too, isn’t he?” 



He turned his head toward her. “What do you-?”  



She was Dan as well. Not exactly, of course; the breasts and feminine curves clashed too much with his own body type. But the facial structure, the hair color...



His eyes darted between the rest of the group. 



They were all him. Save a different hairstyle or two and the varying clothes, they’d be mistaken for twins in the street. 



Dan shot out of his chair. “What the hell is this?!” 



“Dan, calm down,” Female Dan said.



“You’re me!” he cried out. 



“Well, of course we’re you,” she said. “That’s the whole point.”



Dan shook his head in disbelief. “I-I just came here for an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting!”



The Dans looked at each other for a moment. 



Then they all burst out laughing.



“Oh, Dan!” Female Dan said between guffaws. “This is Alternates Anonymous!”



“What?” Dan said. 



“Alternates Anonymous! It’s where all the alternate versions of yourself meet to discuss their issues!” 



Dan only stared, dumbstruck. The rest of the group laughed for a few more moments, before subsiding to a few loose giggles.



“But…” Dan's mind raced for an excuse for escape. “…I need to be at Alcoholics Anonymous! I’ll go back to jail if I-“



“Don’t worry, Dan,” Female Dan said with a smile. “We’ve taken care of it. Our meetings will count as the therapy Judge Reinhold ordered.”



“Ah…?” he said, his hands gesticulating in wild motions. 



Female Dan gestured toward the seat. “Please, sit back down. You need to get to know yourselves.” 



Dan inched back to the chair, glancing at the others in brief spurts. He eased back down into the seat. 



“Alright,” Female Dan said. “Let’s start again, with clearer minds and no misconceptions.” 



All the Dans nodded in agreement. 



“Hello, all. My name’s Dan…” the Dan to Dan’s right began again. 



Dan didn’t listen to his introduction, nor anybody else’s. He just stared into the distance, trapped in his own confusion. It was the only thing in this place that was exclusively his.  
      

      
   
      Monokeras and Fenton's Whacky French Adventures


      

      
      
                         Fenton mentally readied himself to kill Hitler. He brainstormed the pre-mortem one-liners at his disposal: “Bet you did Nazi this coming!” No, that was terrible. Perhaps something simpler and without the stupid puns: “Should have stayed in art school.” Or maybe some pop culture reference like—

            	

“Fenton! I need your help over here with this flux capacitor!” Monokeras yelled, in French.

            	

Fenton made a note to revisit this topic before finishing the time machine.

            	

“I’m coming!” he responded, frenchly. Fenton lit what was probably his ninth cigarette of the day and stumbled through the littered interior of their makeshift “laboratory” that had once been Mono’s apartment. Countless tangled cords, screws, scraps of sheet metal, and of course Mono’s children obstructed Fenton’s path.

            	

“Mr. Fenton, when am I going to get my room back? It’s been like a year and a half now,” Mono’s daughter asked in her native tongue which of course was French.

            	

“Soon.” Fenton shot a winning grin, exhaling a thick puff of smoke into room.

            	

Mono’s daughter coughed.

            	

 “Mr. Fenton, can you make me a sandwich? Dad said he was busy.” Mono’s son tugged on his ankle.

            	

Fenton rolled his eyes and trudged to kitchen to retrieve some bread and meat from the pantry.

            	

“Fenton, where are you?!” Mono’s voice boomed from his daughter’s room. “I’d really like your help operating this highly unstable nuclear fission reactor that could, you know, possibly break and leak radiation everywhere. I mean if you’re not too busy that is. I know I can be a bother, but I would really appreciate your help here.” The urgency of Mono’s words was only exceeded by how French they were.

            	

There was a pause. “I’m sorry, Fenton, I don’t mean to be too demanding. I’m sure whatever you’re doing is important too. Feel free to help me whenever.”

            	

Another pause. Then, in a much softer voice, “Although, I hope it’s soon.”

            	

Fenton lit another cigarette and sighed, again exhaling a large cloud of smoke into the room.

            	

Mono’s kids coughed.

            	

Who would have guessed such a neurotic guy made such an amazing engineer?  Fenton still couldn’t believe it. He also couldn’t believe he was cutting the crusts off a sandwich while there was a very real potential of radiation leaking into the room and killing everyone.

            	

Fenton finished up the sandwich and ran to Mono.

            	

Mono precariously held the flux capacitor over his head, trying to jiggle it into place between the narrow arches that would hopefully project an oval-shaped time portal.

            	

“Fenton, what have I told you about smoking?” Mono spoke in his scolding French father voice he usually reserved for his kids.

            	

 Fenton ignored this line of inquiry as he had for the last year and half, simply deciding to help Mono adjust the flux capacitor into place. An audible buzz could be heard as the machine slowly whirred to life. The twin arches of the time gate generated a shimmering, phosphorescent, and slightly transparent pink aura.

            	

“We’ve done it Mono!”

            	

“Yes, but did you have to make the design so, uh—“ Mono hesitated to complete his French thought.

            	

"What?”

            	

“Vaginal?”



“IT WAS FOR EFFICIENCY PURPOSES!” Fenton said, frenchingly flustered.  “Just set the time to 1937 and the place to Germany so we can get this over with.”

            	

“Can do.” Mono went behind the machine to adjust the input settings.

            	

The moment Mono stepped out of view, another pink time portal came into existence directly next to the original.

            	

“You know, I always feel very uncomfortable going through this thing, Fenton. It just seems so Freudian, you know?” It was Mono’s voice. But something was very very wrong. He was speaking English without an accent.

            	

“Mono?” Fenton squeaked out. He could see another figure faintly moving through the pink aether.

            	

“Yes?” Two Monos said in stereo French and English.

            	

Fenton didn’t even see the gun. A bullet blew off the top of his scalp, sending a debris of skull bits, blood, and brain tissue onto the floor.

            	

Fenton and Mono stepped out from the portal. “Well that’s one down.” Fenton noted, in perfect English.

            	

“Wait! Don’t shoot, I have a family!” Mono stepped out from behind the machine.

            	

“I know,” Mono retorted, before firing an unnecessary number of rounds into the other Mono.

            	

“There can be only one!" Fenton playfully jabbed an elbow into Mono. "Highlander. Pretty good, eh?”

            	

“That was terrible, Fenton,” Mono replied.  “That is why we can't kill Hitler. Maybe you'll get the right one-liner this time.” 


      

      
   
      This Story is a Metaphor for the Canterbury Tales


      

      
      
         "Any questions? No? Good. So first on our checklist is... going over the buttons." Xian pulled his long hair back from over his eyes in mild irritation as his free hand gestured loosely at the panel in front of him.. "Green hexagon's the start button. Red circle's the stop button. Everything else you don't touch, intern; leave those to us."



"Ah... right." Rosa stammered, frantically taking notes on a yellow pad as she looked over the vast array of screens and consoles. "Why the shape coding? And what's, uh, this supercomputer- er, which part of the lab is it?"



"It's a dimensional interval analyzer." Xian said as he turned to face the intern, leaning back against the panel. "We won't be using it until we calibrate coordinates, of course. Look. You're here to watch. Don't press anything unless you're told to, and the only two things you'll press are these buttons you can't screw up somehow. This entire operation is very delicate and - oh, right, don't bring any coffee into any of these rooms. Electronics and all, can't have you spilling anything."



"And a dimensional interval analyzer is used how, here?"



Xian sighed, flinging his hands into the air before grimacing and pulling his hair back again. "Of all the days to- Did you not take QPU Physics in undergrad? This measures the effective difference between parallel universes. This is a basic setup, you know."



Rosa scribbled furiously, a slight red tinge appearing on her cheeks. "Ah, uh. I took QPU my first year; my undergrad thesis was on theoretical chrono-dimensional anomalies, Mr. Sheng; my first PhD dissertation was on-"



"Doesn't matter." Xian replied curtly, hands resting lightly on the panel behind him. "We'll get you through this internship and back to your precious time twitches or whatever. Listen. We're busy trying to pull star matter from parallel universes. Theoretical science has no place here, and people who aren't serious about this really don't have any place here. Look, do you even know about parallel universes and the wave function calculations required to even reach another universe, let alone retrieve specific matter from one?" Xian scoffed, his hands palm out toward Rosa. "Let me explain how all this works in terms you'll surely understand. Take good notes, intern, because I'm not repeating a word of this later."



Rosa took a half step back as Xian's hand motions got more exaggerated, his voice shifting into a lecturer's cadence. "The machine in the next room is fed the dimensional coordinates of the target locations beforehand. It goes to the first set of coordinates and replaces whatever's in that location with whatever's in the second set of coordinates, practically jumping across QPUs. Once the transfer is complete, we press the red circle to stop the process. It's just dimensional physics." 



His arms began to make sweeping motions, swinging over the buttons as he continued. "Never mind that we're changing the future here. Never mind that we could solve basically everything! We could fix world hunger, economic scarcity, everything could be fixed - but no, no, no, it's not important that kids study dimens*!*ional physics these days!" His hands swept wide as he smiled ecstatically at Rosa. "That's why this internship is a dream come-"



"That's great, but please don't hit the panel by mistake again." Rosa remarked dryly, noting something on her clipboard. "You just pressed the stop button, so no harm done, but we do need our interns to possess more situational awareness."



"Oh! Right, sorry." Xian scrambed away from the panel, looking back at the red hexagon and the other button on the panel. "I just got really excited seeing this for the first time... My bad."



Rosa followed his gaze for a moment. "The green circle is the start button; fortunately if you had hit that, either, it wouldn'tve worked, since we had the foresight to program, ah, failsafes in. Or I guess I did, while we were working out the temporal components to the coordinate code to stabilize and speed up interval calcuations. We'll review the other consoles as needed. And before you ask, since it made me curious my first day, the shape coding is because one of my supervisors is entirely colorblind." Glancing at her clipboard, she checked something off. "And reviewing the dimensional interval analyzer was the last part of the tour of the lab, it looks like. Any questions?"
      

      
   
      A Matter of Time


      

      
      
         It was only a matter of will; just a few more meters and he would be at the top.



Tightening his grip on the rock, the man shifted his weight on his left leg, and pushed as hard as he could. He managed to get another grip a few centimeters above the latter, and look at what was left to climb. He just had to repeat what he just did a few more times. No problem.



After a long moment of fierce struggle, he finally saw the top of the mountain. The vision granted him the energy to get his whole body on the plateau, and, rolling on his back, he enjoyed the pure white light basking and warming his face.



He stayed this way, listening to his heartbeat, the most beautiful sound in his whole world at the moment, until a woman’s face appeared in his field of vision.



“You’re right on time,” she said. “Very good.”



He stood up, sweeping the dirt on his clothes to make himself at least presentable before her.



“Follow me."



He freed himself from the rope around his hips, and walked behind her. They arrived to a door standing in the middle of nowhere.



“You probably already know why you’re here,” she said. “But if not, let me tell you that, behind lies your future. Cross it and you’ll find what it has in store for you. Let the door closed and stay here. The choice is obviously yours.”



This sounded like a bad joke. He hadn’t go through all the climbing if he hadn’t already made up his mind. Still, an odd feeling forced him to learn more about what was beyond the door.



“What will I find?” he asked.



“New doubts.” His expression had to be obvious because she kept going on. “You won’t find any absolute certainty, but you will get new doubts about yourself. Stay here and you’ll keep the doubts you’re already familiar with.”



He contemplate the idea, and the more he pondered the thought, the more unsure he became. After all, his present life was great, cosy and warm. What would he gain, aside from ‘new doubts’? And yet, the same feeling that held him back from immediately open the door was also holding him from going back. A second of eternity flew by and he was still at the same point in his reflection. He needed something else.



“Will I be able to go back?”



He wasn't sure if she was smirking or simply smiling. “More or less. You won’t be able to come back here if the future you find isn’t appealing to you. However, you’ll discover on the other side that you can still reach the same end you would have reached by staying here.”



He was about to go back to his thought, but the woman warned him. “You should hurry. Since you got rid of your rope, you don’t have much time left.”



He turned around to check on it and saw it had blackened, like it had burned.



“How long?” he asked, keeping his eyes on the fading rope.



“I can’t really say.”



He went back to the door, his eyes on the knob. “Will I see you again?”



“That’s the only absolute certainty I can offer.”



He gave her one last look. “Goodbye, then.” She only smiled and he felt his heart tightened. He turned the knob nonetheless.



The moment he opened the door, a strong force pulled his body, and everything went black. He was suffocating, waving his arms, trying to grasp something to hold onto, and found nothing but emptiness. Suddenly, everything turned from black to a blinding white and he felt an immeasurable pain going through his body.



For the first time, he screamed.








With one last sigh, his world fade back to black. This time, the force pulling him was gentler; a warm embrace he thought he would never feel again. His heart stopped and there was light.



The woman’s face appeared, bearing a sad smile. “You’re early,” she solemnly said.



He tried to stand, but only manage to sit. She kneeled and took him in her arms. “I’m sorry,” he whispered, his voice shaking. “I wasn’t strong enough.” She tightened her hug and he broke down, trying to hold onto the words of comfort she was saying. “How much time do I have?” he said between two sobs.



“As much as you need.”



It was only a matter of time. It had always been.
      

      
   
      From Curiosity to Confusion, From Confusion to Horror


      

      
      
         “I’d love to go golfing with you, Steve, but first, we need to talk about alternate universes.”



“Alternate universes?”



“Yeah, Steve. Alternate universes.”



“Why?” asked Steve.



“Because some of them are quite interesting. Like this one where under Cheyenne Mountain, we have this weird circle-gate that let’s us travel around the galaxy.”



“Oh really? How does that work?” Steve asked excitedly.



“It’s simple, Steve. Aliens.”



“Oh. Any others you know of?” Steve questioned curiously.



“Of course! There’s one where the world is full of superheroes, and when aliens from another realm threatened the earth, they banded together to form a team called the Retaliators or something.”



“Why were they called that?” asked Steve innocently.



“I don’t know, Steve, but I think it had something to do with the overwhelming odds against them.”



“So what else is there?” Steve asked, an intrigued grin on his face.



“Let’s see, there’s one where this guy called Alabama James or something goes on adventures to ancient ruins, takes an artifact from it, fights some Nazis after they steal the artifact, then puts said artifact into a museum. He really likes using whips, too.”



“That’s odd,” Steve commented, a  furrow appearing in his brow.



“Yes, yes it is Steve. Moving on, though. I know of one where instead of humans, it's a bunch of colorful horses with names like ‘Sunrise Dazzle,’ and they have pictures of their destiny on their butts.”



“On their butts?” Steve asked, his mouth twisting as he struggled to comprehend all that was being said to him.



“Yes, Steve, on their butts. But if you think that’s weird, they have a gateway to an alternate dimension where they are colorful humans.”



“Wait, wait, wait,” Steve began, “an alternate dimension inside an alternate dimension!”



“Precisely. Oh, and that reminds me of another one where they had this technology that let them create dreams, and in these dreams they had access to the same technology letting them create dreams within dreams within dreams within dreams, and so on.”



“Whoa,” Steve interjected, obviously amazed.



“That was my reaction too, Steve. And if you think that’s bad, wait till you hear this next one… right after the break.








This confusion brought to you in part by me, doing nothing since forever.








“Dude, what are you doing…”



“Commercial break, Steve. You can’t have a talk like this without a commercial break.



“Whatever. You said you had a big universe to talk about?”



“Indeed I do. For you see, this one suspends all belief that we are real. To them, we are nothing but words on a page, doing and saying only what the plot and the writer demand."



“What? No, that’s impossible!” yelled Steve in denial, but he knew in his heart what his friend said was true.



“No, Steve, it is very possible. Even now the reader is just as confused as you and I.”



“Leave me alone, you reader. Get away from me!”



“Don’t worry Steve, this reader will. But only if we go and play golf now.”



"Ok..."
      

      
   
      Even Chewbacca Is Not Bulletproof


      

      
      
         This is gonna be a very long day.



The Chief judge listened to the lawyer’s pleading, rubbing his nose and trying to not roll his eyes.



“So,” the Chief judge said, keeping his voice as neutral as possible. “To put it in a nutshell, you’re claiming that your client is innocent, because the man we saw on the video tape isn’t actually your client but his double from a parallel universe.”



“That’s a perfect summary, your Honor.I know it may sound absurd, but it’s the logical conclusion, knowing that three witnesses have seen my client on the other side of the city when the murder happened.”



The Chief judge was trying his best to not bluntly insult the lawyer. His salvation came from the attorney.



“Your Honor, may I?”



“Please proceed,” he answered, too happy to let the little man handle it.



“Ladies and gentlemen, let’s consider for a moment that parallel universes do exist, as my dear colleague has claimed. There could be several other and more logical reasons for the accused to be in two places at the same time, but let’s say that our failing minds tend to accept some arguments more easily.” He grabbed a small clock from his pocket, turned a wheel on its back, and set it down in front of him.



“What does this clock have to do with anything?” asked the Chief judge.



“I’ll need it at the end of my demonstration, your Honor,” he replied. “So, if we assumed parallel universes exist, we need to establish how many parallel universes exist. I don’t think it’s wrong to also assume there is an infinite number of parallel universes, considering that, each time we look at and beyond the stars, or at and beyond the atoms, we still find bigger and smaller elements. That’s why we call them the infinitely large and the infinitely small.”



“Point taken,”



“Thank you, your Honor. That being said, if the man we all saw on the tape came from one of these parallel universes, it means that travelling between all these universes is possible. Therefore, if travel is possible between the infinity of parallel universes, it means that, the moment the clock I’ve put here earlier will ring, a tall white man with a mustache and sunglasses, wearing blue jeans and a dark red jacket, will appear right in the middle of this court. If not, it will mean that, even if parallel universes do exist, travelling between them is impossible, and therefore, the accused is guilty.”



The moment he went quiet, the clock started to ring. The whole crowd was silent, waiting with nervousness a possible apparition, their eyes on the middle of the room where the attorney had pointed with his finger. 



When the clock stopped ringing, the attorney spoke “I rest my case.”








The room was now empty, the trial having ended a few hours ago. Suddenly, in a flash of light, a bearded man with sunglasses appeared in the middle of the room.



“I came to warn you that — Bloody hell, I’m late.”
      

      
   
      But first...


      

      
      
         First day at college and I was about to be expelled. Here I was in the dean’s office, sweating profusely, a singularity box in my backpack, and the card to the boys’ dorm on my keychain. It was inevitable that I'd be caught. Schools such as this had a reputation to uphold.



“Miss Pangelica,” the dean began from behind her desk. She was old as my grandmother and five times as scary. Rumor had it that she'd been working at the academy for seven generations. “How would you explain this?” She tapped on my keychain with her cane.



“Err, I have a perfectly valid explanation for this, Dean M’Bo.” I shuffled uncomfortably. “But first, let us talk about parallel universes.”



The dean’s frown deepened. She wasn't buying my rhetoric. At this point, however, I was so deep in shit that it didn't matter. I had to keep going.





“Scarsnatchers have always tried to find a way to break the universal embargo,” I started. The dean arched a brow. “Yes, I know about them. My grandfather was a Proxy Marshal during the war, so he’d often tell stories about it. I know what Scarsnatchers are. That's how I noticed one at the opening ceremony.”



“The blonde in the corner of the hall.” The dean nodded. “Which you were instrumental in capturing. Paradox authorities are still trying to piece together her background. How exactly did you find out she was a Scarsnatcher, might I ask?”



“The pew.” I smiled. “Espera Nova is one of the few colleges that has wooden pews. Every graduate scribbles their name on it at some point. My mother carved out hers when she was here. Yet there were no marks anywhere near the blonde girl, so I knew something was off. Later when I followed her to the nurse's office, I saw her tap a fellow student on the shoulder. He had scars on his neck this morning, but they were gone after she tapped him.”



“Hmm…”



“You must understand, I’m fully aware how stupid my actions were. I would never have broken into the science lab if I had any choice.” The lie was so obvious that even I wouldn't believe myself. In for a penny, in for a pound, I guess. From here on the only way I could go was up. “I remember my grandfather telling me that singularities would cause Scarsnatchers lose their perception in our universe, and as I didn't have a singularity cannon—“



“You helped yourself to one of our singularity boxes,” the dean sighed with the shake of her head.



“I was going to return it!” I insisted. “Actually, I was on my way to return it right when the invigilators caught me.” The truth was that I didn't think there would be any mind-readers present on the first day. “Still, it was funny how the Scarsnatcher ran into a wall when she realized she was found out.” I started laughing. The dean didn't join in, so I stopped.



“To summarize,” the dean said. “You—a recently joined scholarship student—noticed a Scarsnatcher on campus on your first day. You knew what she was, thanks to the stories your grandfather, a war hero, used to tell you when you were young, and instead of choosing to inform me or the authorities set off to stop her on your own.” She paused for a moment to increase the tension. I felt as if the true weight of the black hole was on my back. “Not only that, but you broke into one of our lab facilities, helped yourself to a singularity box, and released a colony of inquats from our xenomorphic study rooms, and set a cafeteria fountain on fire?”



“Err, mostly?” I put on my most innocent smile. I had totally forgotten about the inquat incident, thought it wasn't like the little creatures didn't appreciate being let loose. If I had the money I would definitely buy one as a pet. “The fountain had nothing to do with me! I was just at the wrong place at—“



“Very well!” she cut me short. “In light of the arrest and subsequent investigation of the Scarsnatcher, I am willing to show some leniency on the matter.”



Yes! I let out a sigh of relief.



“However, that wouldn't explain why you’re in possession of a keycard to the boys’ dormitory.” The dean narrowed her eyes. “Care to explain that,”



“Well…” I swallowed. It was going to be a long night.
      

      
   
      High School Dramady, Played Straight


      

      
      
         Erin flopped on the couch, letting out a groan. He felt a hand on his back. He couldn't see her, but he knew Sophie was trying to give him an encouraging smile. 



"I bet you're just being hard on yourself." She said. "Not even you could've messed this up!"



Erin raised his head just enough to give her a tired half-glare. Sophie's smile stayed intact.



"She called me adorable," Erin grumbled miserably. Sophie looked confused, so he continued, "like a little brother."



Sophie's eyes widened in understanding, and she sat down next to Erin's splayed form. "Yikes." Sophie whistled. "I'd call that the kiss of death, but I bet even linking the ideas of kissing and you would be a bit too much of a stretch for her."



Erin's head flopped down again. "Thanks. You're super helpful."



Sophie shrugged. "I do my best." She leaned back, using Erin's legs as a cushion. "But hey, there's plenty of fish in the sea or whatever. You didn't really think she was gonna go to prom with you even while you were talking yourself into asking. Maybe now that's she's placed you in the same sexual category as a lamp you can set your sights on easier targets."



Erin kicked Sophie off. "You mean I should go after low-tier chicks like you?"



Sophie gave a bark-like laugh. "Only in your dreams, sweetie," she smirked as Erin elbowed her. He rolled his eyes and pulled them both into sitting positions.



"Seriously though, she's the last girl I can think of who would even sorta consider going to prom with me." Erin sighed. Sophie nodded sagely.



"Yeah. At this rate you're gonna have to ask one of the guys. I mean, nobody would be shocked though, you always have been super, super gay."



Erin tiredly elbowed Sophie again. "I'm not kidding." Erin said. "This is senior year. We're supposed to be getting fancier than we ever have, going to prom with somebody attractive we barely know or care about, and quietly accepting that this is the high point in at least half of our lives. I've only got one of those down, and it isn't even one of the fun ones."



"You forgot getting drunk off our asses," Sophie added, "that one's important."



Erin nodded. "Yeah, so I've got two down I guess. Still though. Maybe I should just go for broke and ask out one of the really popular girls."



"If you still randomly care about going to prom for some reason, you should. May as well get used to denial now before colleges and jobs start handing it out like candy."



Erin ran a hand down his face. "You're just a ray of sunshine as always."



Sophie stuck her tongue out. "Well excuse me, princess. Face it, we're just gonna end up at my place, playing drunk racing games and eating cookie dough like we do every year. And hey, why's that suddenly so wrong? Everything's got its place. The birds fly, the fish swim, and we stay shut-ins."



Erin scanned the ceiling, a frown on his face. "Don't you ever want to try and be different from that?" He asked quietly. "Don't you ever think about where we'd be if we just made a few little choices differently? If we'd just been more normal? Don't you ever wonder if we'd been able to save..."



Sophie's face fell. When she put a hand on Erin's shoulder, he looked up to see her expression stern.



"Don't you go saying that kinda shit." She snapped. "Sure, maybe in an alternate universe where we didn't make any mistakes at all we'd be prancing around in flowery fields and Delilah would be there and everything would just be fine and dandy. That's not the world we live in though, so you can't just live with your head stuck in what-ifs." Her expression softened a bit. "Who cares if somewhere out there in quantum space there's another us who are just faultless little angels. We're not perfect, popular high-schoolers, and we don't need to try and be them either." She sighed, but smiled. "She wouldn't want that. We don't need fancy clothes and hot chicks and prom. We've got each-other."



Erin sighed. Both sat in silence, Erin's head tilting to rest on Sophie's shoulder. 



"You bring the jack, I bring the coke?" Erin offered. Sophie laughed softly.



"Sure."
      

      
   
      Cheap Easy Portalfare


      

      
      
         Somewhere in all the infinite realities the advertisements had promised Luke, there had to be one out there where this beer tasted good.



A burly traveler wearing a horrifying Hawaiian shirt stumbled out of the arrivals gate and sat down in the seat next to Luke, nearly spilling his beer.



The traveler motioned the bartender over and leaned over to Luke. “Excuse me,” he said, “what’s the best beer in this universe?”



The bartender rolled his eyes and reached for a stack of fancy plastic cups. 



Luke crumpled his old cup impatiently. The traveler saw this and patted him on the shoulder. “Nervous about the trip?”



“Just anxious for it to be over,” Luke replied. 



“Don’t be. All those conspiracy theorists are fulla garbage. It’s perfectly safe. I actually checked out their website one time, and those freaks actually believe the portal vaporizes you when you walk through.” He nodded to the bartender and grabbed his drink. “They’re the ones who are afraid.”



“How many other worlds have you been to?” Luke asked. 



“How many realities,” the traveler corrected him. “This is my fourteenth. I wish they gave out frequent flyer miles!” He let out a big laugh. “Then again, all the portal companies are running off the airline model. What can you do?”



Luke nodded. “The ads make it look nice.”



“They do, don’t they. Problem is, all those nice ads target weak people. The ones who just got dumped or don’t fit in at their job. It’s malicious. I do this for fun, but imagine some poor sap stepping through that portal and then finding it’s even worse on the other side. It’s not like you can go back.” He shook his head and laughed again, that irritating guttural laugh that made Luke wish the portal had vaporized him after all. “That’s not why you’re here at the bar, is it? Traveler’s remorse?”



Luke shook his head. “With any luck I’ll be leaving soon.”



“Where are you going?”



“Home, hopefully.”



Luke felt the man’s hand on his shoulder again, something that was probably supposed to feel reassuring but in this context just felt weird. “That’s great. Really nice.” 



The traveler finished his beer in a weird silence, but perked right up as soon as he was done. “Well, nice chatting. I’m gonna tear this reality inside out--no offense if it’s yours.”



Luke watched him stumble away with that same lope all travelers seemed to suffer from after a few too many trips through the portals. Headfirst and stilted, like they were still flying through time and space.



Luke went back to his beer and started at the arrivals gate.



If there were an infinite number of parallel universes, and an infinite number of earths, and an infinite number of earths that hadn’t been killed off by the million close calls that no one ever seemed to account for until they started turning into realities somewhere else--in all those realities, there had to be one where there was a girl looking for him. One where he had been killed off somehow. One where she couldn’t take it without him.



And, statistically speaking, there had to be at least one world where that girl could buy a one-way ticket to any infinite reality she wanted. One where she had the courage to come to him. One where he didn’t have to give up everything just to be happy. Was that too much to ask? To be happy without struggle? To find a place in a world, even if it was this one--especially if it was this one?



The arrivals gate opened. A few dazed travelers stumbled out. They teetered around in the holding pen for a minute until everyone was good to go, then security let them go. Amazing, the long arm of the TSA. 



Luke watched them file past one by one. Once they were all gone, he looked at his watch and ordered another beer. It came in a fancy plastic cup.



A burly traveler wearing a horrifying Hawaiian shirt stumbled out of the arrivals line and sat down in the seat next to Luke, nearly spilling his beer.



The traveler motioned the bartender over and leaned over to Luke. “Excuse me,” he said, “what’s the best beer in this universe?”



The bartender rolled his eyes and reached for another fancy plastic cup. Outside the bar, TSA announcements filtered from ceiling speakers in a static hush.
      

      
   
      R&D


      

      
      
         “Ed, this had better be important.”  My boss followed me down the hall, glowering eyes over starched suit.



“I wouldn’t have called you if it wasn’t,” I said, opening the door to the testbed, and stepping inside.  Equipment covered nearly every available surface, with wires and tubing converging on a central workbench.  I had purposely left the lights off, which made the red glow emanating from the prototype more obvious.  The coiled shadows from the tubing almost seeming to dance to the rhythmic hum of the pump in the background.



“There some sort of problem with the new chip?”  He sniffed the air, where the faint scent of sulfur lingered.  “I smell something, but everything looks okay.”



I shook my head.  “There haven’t been any more problems with the equipment.  It’s just that I’m not sure about the new engineer.”



“Naber?”



I nodded.



He frowned.  “Because he’s black, or because he’s foreign?”



I’m pretty much socially inept, but even I recognized this land mine.  “Neither.  It’s not that at all.  It’s this design.  It doesn’t make any sense,” I said, gesturing to the schematic.  And it’s not the black skin that bothers me so much as the red eyes.



“You and all the other engineers.  You all need to get over him figuring out this quantum thing, when none of the rest of you could.”



“It’s not that we don’t understand it.  We don’t have to get all the details to realize that what we’re seeing shouldn’t be possible.  Light physically can’t move fast enough to achieve that frequency, and just saying it’s quantum doesn’t change that.  It’s like the design is pulling in information from somewhere else.” 



Isn’t that basically what quantum is?  Calculating all the possible outcomes at once?”



I shook my head.  “It’s not that simple.  Look, do we really trust something that we don’t fully understand?  Have you even looked at the lithograph plates?”  A shudder ran down my spine at the memory.  Even not understanding those twisted lines, something about them made my skin crawl.



“It’s passed all the diagnostics.”



“Not counting the two test kits that spontaneously combusted.”



He shrugged.  “We’ve already reached out to the manufacturers to have them replaced.”



“It’s not about that.  Doesn’t it just feel wrong to you?”  I pointed back at the schematics.  “What about the diagrams.  They give me a headache just looking over there.”



He snorted.  “Then take an aspirin”



“And the red light from the testbed?”



“If the mass production models do it, then call it a feature.  Look.  It’s passed all our tests and we’re scheduled to ramp up production.  In ten months, it’ll be everywhere, and we’ll be back on top.  Now, unless you have some actual concrete issues to discuss, I have some marketing plans that I need to look over.”



I gritted my teeth and shook my head as he turned and left.  There was just no convincing him. I reached into my backpack and pulled out a canteen, frowning at the embossed crucifix.  Father Brown and I didn’t see eye to eye, but money still talked.  I glanced over at the, my eyes lingering on the tubing.  Let’s see how this thing likes a different cooling medium.
      

      
   
      Every World We Visit Is Dead


      

      
      
         Interdimensional travel is bullshit. For every action ever taken in the entire lifespan of the universe, there is an equal and opposite reaction. Plus, an infinite number of sub-actions that are variations of the initial action and an infinite number of sub-reactions based on the initial reaction. Sound complicated? It is, and it makes navigating a pain, especially when the vast majority of alternative universes don’t have an Earth, let alone humans. 

	

“Close the containment unit and open up the next rift. Try Universe 2305C,” I order my assistant, Jeremy, over the radio built into my hazard suit. 

	

“Roger. Maybe this one will be the one? I mean we gotta find it eventually.” Jeremy’s trying to cheer me up, but there’s a sad resignation in his voice. We’ve been at this every day for three years now, and we haven’t even found a single lifeform yet.

	

As the blast doors shut behind me, I sigh and activate my recorder. “Log #2305C, hoping yet again to find some life on Earth.  Even if it’s just bacteria. Just…” I let out an even longer exhale. “Something.” 

	

“Opening the rift in T-minus 5, brace yourself Dr. Jacobs,” Jeremy states. 

	

“Life support functions engaged and magneton boots locked, I’m ready,” I reply. 

	

The tear between worlds always starts small as a tiny neon blue sparkle, slowing widening as it rips the space between dimensions asunder. Electrical discharge spews from the hole and is routed to the superconductors to avoid damaging the onboard computer built into my suit. The light glitters and grows in size, and I feel an all too familiar sensation: decompression of the air from the room.  

	

That means probably no atmosphere. 

	

I carefully wait for the air in the room to reach equilibrium before detaching my magnetron boot from the floor and taking my first step towards the portal. I meticulously make sure the power for the boot touching the floor is on to prevent me from being launched out of the room. 

	

I detach the camera probe from the underside of my wrist and feed it through the rift. Always good to be cautious. Wouldn’t want to stick your head through and suddenly get hit by a passing asteroid or something.

	

The camera confirms my fears: there’s nothing but an airless crater on the other side. No signs of any civilization or previous life. Just a dead rock. 

	

“Dimension 2305C’s Earth, like every other Earth we have found thus far, sports no signs of previous inhabitancy, zero atmosphere, and requires no further exploration.” I grimace, retracting the camera. “Close it up, Jeremy.”

	

“Roger.” 

	

The rift collapsed in on itself, the light fading as it slowly stitched together the gap between dimensions.  



“Rift successfully closed. Opening blast doors now.” The airlock disengaged allowing for fresh air to reach the interior of the room. 



What were we doing wrong? There had to be an easier way than just trial and error. As soon as I remove my helmet, the rift begins to reinitialize. 



“Jeremy what the fuck are you doing?” I yell, putting my helmet back on.  



Silence. He must have left the control room after disengaging the airlock. Shit.



A red prismatic portal gradually opens up in the room. What? Red? And no decompression. 



Before I can ponder this further, another me emerges from the portal, wearing only his lab coat. 



“Dr. Jacobs, I presume?” he says. “Nice suit. Retro!” 



I sternly gaze at him behind my helmet’s visor. 



“Whoa, silent treatment. Guess somebody never figured out how to pinpoint their location in the interdimensional matrix.” Every word drips with heavy condescension. He looks towards the portal as he says this. I hear several of my own laughs coming from the other side. 



I struggle think of some retort, but nothing comes to me. 



“Looks like we’re in the dimension where everyone is a mute, huh? I feel bad for this dimension’s Jeremy. Three years he’s been at this, and he’s still in the safety suit like he doesn’t know where he’s going. Here, buddy, take this.” He tosses me a data stick. 



“What’s on it?” I ask. 



“Oh, so this isn’t the mute dimension after all," he sneers sarcastically. "It’ll show you where you are on the dimensional matrix. Makes navigation easy as pie." 



He laughs as he jumps back through the portal.



See you around, Dr. Jacobs #912,453D," he calls just before it closes.



I ball my hand into a fist, seething. Interdimensional travel is such bullshit. 
      

      
   
      Selection


      

      
      
         "This doesn't look too promising." the voice of the chairman sounded from across the room.



"No it doesn't, our results seem rather conclusive." he turned from the projected image displaying the results from the last two years of experiments.



He glanced around the room, apart form the chairman and himself there were four more precent, the secretary and three members of the board.



The chairman leaned forward and grabbed his glass form the table, brought it to his lips and after a brief look at the data took a long sip form it. "We have to do something about that" he said.



"I agree," the secretary said turning a few pages in her copy of the report. "This simply will not do."



A mumble of agreement could be heard from the other three.



"Well there's not much we can do. These-" he gestured towards the displayed image. "are the results. As I said they seem conclusive to say anything else would be a lie."



The chairman frowned. "What about those three..." he squinted " or four points on the left. What are those?"



He turned back to the results. "Those are faulty, either mechanical errors or human, and there are seven of those."



"Really?" the chairman smiled. "What if these are the ones that are correct and the others that are wrong?"



He fiddled with his notes, brining the ones on said test runs to the top. " You mean the one where the assistant came in drunk and failed to measure accurately, or the one two points above that when they forgot to check the coolant levels?"



"Exactly. If we exclude everything but those seven the results are much more in line with what we expected, the others must be wrong." The chairman's smile broadened as he nudged the secretary with his elbow.



The secretary looked up from her papers a smile slowly appearing on her lips as well. "Yes, that's a great idea discount the results that give us a negative results and write a new report with just the positives. That will get us more funding for next quarter."



Ones again a murmur of consent could be heard from the otherwise silent three.



"You can't be serious!" he let his astonished gaze pass between all assembled, all of the squirming in their seats. "You are joking right?"



"No!" the chairman spoke up. "All but those seven must be false, they alone give us the results we are expecting, and are the only ones going into the official report."



"What makes you think I'll write something like that?" he said.



"You will write the report as per our instructions..." the secretary said. "Or we will find someone who will. Perhaps that assistant that you keep asking us to fire." she smirked.
      

      
   
      The Everett Device


      

      
      
         “Professor!”



I stopped and turned at the sound of the voice of my newest Ph. D. candidate. “Hey, Tom. I was just on the way to my office.” I gestured vaguely down the hall and took a step in that direction, but he shook his head.



“You gotta come to the lab. I figured out the Everett Device!”



I sighed and reached up to push my glasses up against my face. “The Everett Device doesn’t work. This has been proved by dozens of scientists. It’s a dead end.”



Tom shook his head again, his disheveled brown hair only growing more so from the violence of the motion. “I got it working! I can prove it!”



I sighed again, louder this time. “Come with me to my office,” I said, turning my back and gesturing with my hand to follow.



“You don’t believe me.”



I rolled my eyes with my back turned to him; wouldn’t do to show him impatience. “I’m sure you think you got it working, but I’m sure I can explain to you why you didn’t.” I didn’t wait for a response as I walked towards my office, my shoes thudding dully on the tile floor. When I got to my office door, I swung it open and stood aside, looking at Tom expectantly.



Tom rubbed his hand through his hair as he walked down the hall, glancing into my office before stepping inside and pulling up the chair on the near side of my desk. I closed the door behind him before going to take my own seat, folding my hands on my desk.



“So, you think you’ve figured out how to get the Everett Device to function.”



“I did! I know it works.” He leaned forward over my desk, his hands pressing down against the wood. “I can prove it.”



“Tom. What does the Everett Device do?” I asked, staring at him across the desk.



Tom scowled. “You know what it does.”

 

“Humor me.” I leaned back in my chair, folding my hands behind my head.



He groaned. “The Everett Device transfers mass between parallel dimensions.”



“Yes. And it doesn’t work. There’s no such thing as parallel dimensions,” I said, nodding my head.



He grinned. “And what if I said there was? What if I said--”



“You stepped into the device and you aren’t actually the Tom I know, but actually a Tom from another dimension. At which point you’re going to try and cite some minute detail that would vary between dimensions, and I would be surprised.” I waved my hand. “Everyone knows the machine doesn’t work. Power goes in, you go back out, everything is exactly the same on the other side. It goes nowhere. There have been dozens of experiments, and all of them show the same thing.”



Tom’s frown returned. “Look, Professor. I know you don’t believe me. But the math is flawed. If you go back and look at the basic equations, they clearly show—”



“That the machine works. Everyone knows, Tom. We can all do the math.”



Tom shook his head. “You don’t get it! If you work through, all of the published equations make the same mistake. In the sixth set of equations, when you—”



“We all know, Tom. It’s not like we don’t do it on purpose.”



Tom blinked. “What?”



I sighed again. I hated explaining this to newbies. “Look, you’re familiar with the many-worlds interpretation of quantum dynamics. That’s the entire premise of the Everett device. Things don’t go the same way on the quantum level, boom, two parallel realities. Never interacting.” I meshed my fingers together. “Well, not without an Everett device anyway. Two possibilities, two ways things might have gone. Or a lot more than that, most of the time.”



“I’ve taken—“



“Yeah, and so have I. You think every physicist made the same math error accidentally? The device works, but all the results show that there’s zero divergence between parallel realities. In a million realities, there’s a million yous having this exact same conversation with a million mes.”



“Well, there’s some variation—“



I laughed. “No, there isn’t. All of the experiments show zero divergence. It’s all the same.”



“That doesn’t make any sense!”



“Why not?” I shrugged. “No reason to expect different realities to turn out different. Really, it’s all in the math.”



He stared at me. “If you know this, then why isn’t it published?”



I leaned forward, arching my fingers. “What choice do I really have?”
      

      
   
      Trictrics


      

      
      
         0543D43E was in his squad car on a routine mission when the red light of the dashboard flashed.



Red light. Serious threat detected. Your presence is urgently required.



0543D43E took a glance at the coordinates which showed up on the auxiliary display. Place was near, but the other way round. He jerked the wheel. The tyres screeched as his car slewed, until the vehicle had made a complete U-turn. Then he floored it, and his car peeled off flat out.



He skidded to a halt at the designated place. An officer was already here, and other soldiers were on their way. He jumped out of his car, slammed the door and rushed to the officer.



“0543D43E, at your orders. What is it, sir? What can I do?”



The officer gave him a concerned look. “Trictrics, soldier.”



0543D43E’s eyes widened. “Again? I thought we’d exterminated them last time?”



“They must’ve mutated. Developed some form of immunity to our previous compound.”



“Fucking little bastards,” 0543D43E whispered.



The officer nodded.



“So what do we do, sir?”



“Lab has developed a few other – Fuck, look!” The officer pointed his finger at something behind 0543D43E’s back.



0543D43E spun around. On the other side of the road, a structural conapt was bulging. Trictrics for sure. Those freaks were able to gnaw minute burrows into the bricks, then multiply using the energy lines embedded in the walls. It was a matter of minutes before an attacked structure would fail and crumble, freeing the bugs which would immediately set off for other walls to prey on.



“Go get your gun, soldier. NOW!” he officer shouted.



0543D43E dashed to the boot of his car, opened it and grabbed the bazooka that was stowed inside. He loaded it with a shell filled with the standard compound — hoping against hope those trictrics were not of a mutated strand — and strode along back to his former place alongside the officer. The infected conapt’s walls were clearly swollen now, as if violently pushed from inside. At any moment —



The conapt collapsed.



Reflexively, 0543D43E put his hand over his eyes to avoid the cloud of dust that rose out of the rubble. He coughed repeatedly. When the dust cleared over, the conapt was but ruins, and spattered all round the street were tiny black motes. Trictrics, stunned by the blow.



“Quick!” the officier yelled. “Fire!”



“Range’s too close, sir,” 0543D43E replied.



“For fuck’s sake, FIRE! That’s an order!”



0543D43E pulled the trigger. The shell shot from the muzzle and crashed right in the middle of the debris heap. A greenish, viscous liquid splashed every which way, covering everything within twenty metres in a oozy and fetid topping. Splotches of the repugnant mix landed on 0543D43E’s uniform, and on the officer’s legs too.



“I told you it was too close, sir,” 0543D43E said, repressing a sudden sickness.



“Shut up, soldier, and watch.”



At first, there was nothing but silence and stock-stillness. Maybe the compound had killed them, after all?



But then the jelly began to jiggle in many places. Slightly at first, then more evidently. A first trictric emerged from under with a pop. Then another. Then another. Within seconds the place was swarming with squeaking trictrics which skittered away to the nearest walls, and started to nibble their way in.



“Shhhiiit,” the officer hissed.



“What do we do now, sir?” 0543D43E asked, perplexed. “Another shell would be as useless as this one.”



“We wait for the lab to send us that new compound they formulated, soldier. There is little else we can do. We’ll fuck those pests, believe me.” The officer’s eyes were looking in the distance, powerlessly contemplating the trictrics’ ruthless work of destruction.



0543D43E knelt down to put his bazooka on the ground and fished into his pockets for a smoke or a chewing-gum, that he didn’t find. He grunted in dissatisfaction.



The noise of an approaching engine made him look up. 



He gasped.



“SIR! WATCH OUT!” he screamed as he leaped on to the officer, pinning him to the ground.



The nearest conapt collapsed with a rumble.




James woke up sneezing. “Shit!” he thought. “That cold is back!” His nose was plugged, he felt feverish. He sighed and sat up in his bed. He groped for a Kleenex discarded on the nightstand, blew his nose noisily. 



He gawped at the snot for a few seconds. Okay. The world wouldn’t stop spinning because of this. He had to kick his arse.
      

      
   
      The Day I Met my Double


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      A Toothsome Armageddon


      

      
      
         War.



War, war, war. The word was everywhere. In the newspapers. On the radios. On every TV news programme. In everyone’s mouth. In every dog’s bark.



The war between Europe and the United States was inevitable now. The dispute over who would annex the little island formerly called United Kingdom had not been settled despite the ceaseless diplomatic talks.



When diplomats are defeated, weapons are bound to speak up.



In the Oval office, Ronald Crump, the acting president, had summoned the top military brass for a crisis meeting.



“What have we got ready to fire?” he asked the army chief of staff.



“About five hundred intercontinental rockets ready, sir. We’ve loaded them with carefully chosen rotten hamburgers, all picked up from Mac Donald’s’ dumpers. If that’s not effective, we can turn to Burger King for more icky and repulsive payloads, sir. Surely after that Europe will capitulate.”



“What about the rumours Europeans have loaded their missiles with tons of oozy stinking cheese and offal?” the president asked. He belched when he uttered the words.



“We couldn’t confirm that, but it’s very likely they did. Europeans have a knack for cooking junk food, and —”



At that very moment, Rick Pompei, the volcanic CIA chief, crashed in.



“Pompei! Always late,” the president growled. “What the fuck were you doing?”



“Sir,” Pompei panted, “I think we’ve got a way to keep those missiles off the American ground.”



“It’d better be good, Pompei, or I guarantee you’ll end up your career in an ash tray!”



“Sir, Europeans are prime cooks, but with computers they’re mooks —”



“Stop speaking in rhymes,” the president  snapped.



“Sorry sir. We found a way to hack into their naval weapon command system, and we can reprogram the targets of the missiles they loaded into their ships. Look.” He snatched a laptop out of his case, turned it on and keyed a few commands in.



“Here. See? All those locations are within US territory. Now —” He typed some more orders. “Bearing, distance. Okay. It’s all changed. Brussels, Strasbourg, Paris, Berlin, Rome, Madrid. All awaiting your order to be engulfed into a cheesy apocalypse, if I may speak so, sir. The Europeans hoisted by their own stinking petards. How ironic.”



A bright smile erupted on the president’s face. He banged his fist on the table. “Pompei you’re a genius! Go ahead. Shove that shit up their asses.”



Pompei hit the return key of his laptop keyboard. “Committed, sir.”



“Now let’s phone that Ronald Tusk of them to inform him there’s an elephant in the room,” the president said, and burst into a fit of laughter. “I can’t believe this moron bears the same name as me,” he added, in stitches.




All the European population was told to flee to the subterranean shelters or, for those who would not be able to make it, shut themselves up home, bar the doors and close all windows. The reek could well be unbearable.



The TV channels all relayed the course of the hijacked missiles by the second. Soon the swarm of tiny flashing points approached the coastline from the Atlantic, each one firmly on course to their reprogrammed target.



Ominous seconds elapsed.



Then something unexpected happened: the missiles flew by.



They overflew Brussels, Paris, Berlin. As if they did not care. As if they refused to turn on their creators. 



Everyone in Europe stared at their TV screen, staggered. The minutes went by and the missiles were still high up in the sky. When they disappeared from the radar screens, all over Europe the crowd burst in cheers.



It was inexplicable. It was a miracle. The most religious fell to their knees and thanked God for His mercy.




Ronald Crump was incensed. He felt loopy. Most of the missiles had finally crashed over Russia, which had responded in kind, launching rockets brimming with borscht and vodka over all US major cities. And despite all the countermeasures, the foul stench of hooch had seeped into the White House, down to the Oval office itself.



“What happened? WHAT GODDAM HAPPENED, YOU FUCKING RETARD?!” the president yelled at the top of his lungs.



“I’m… sorry, sir,” Pompei stuttered, looking down at his brogues. “It was our mistake.”



“What was it, Pompei? I want to know before I crush your bones and throw your innards to the dogs.”



“We… we simply forgot to convert our distances into kilometres, sir. We used miles instead. We overlooked their weapons use the metric system.”



Ronald Crump face-palmed.
      

      
   
      Multi Universe Drifting


      

      
      
         The contents of this story are no longer available
      

      
   
      A Bureaucratic Welcome


      

      
      
         Immigration Form 184b-sigma

Immigration from Parallel Universe



Family Name: Gordon______



First name: Jack______________



Middle name(s): ______________



M/F



Date of Birth: 08/09/1976



Place of Birth: University of Illinois Hospital



Universe of Birth: #14069-beta



Nationality: American Citizen



Occupation: Journalist 




Ah, so you’re coming here to bring scoops from another world, I take it?



I just want to get out of there, that’s all. This world seems better. Kinder. Besides, my wife moved here a few months back—I just had to stay to sort out the last few issues I had at work.



I see, sir. No worries. I’ll leave you to the form.



Thanks.



Purpose of visit:



□ Tourism

□ Business

□ Diplomatic

□ Other (please state):



Finding family, looking for work_____



Address: ___________________




I don’t know my address?



Excuse me, sir?



I don’t know my address. My wife’s supposed to be meeting me at the ‘verseport, and taking me to where we’re going. That’s all I know.



We do need an official place of residence for you before we can process your immigration request.

Well, I don’t know it! If you can get my wife up here she can give you an address. Can you use the intercom or something?



I’m sorry, sir, but we are unable to call people back into this part of the ‘verseport. If you like, you can put down a temporary address and I’ll give you the forms to file for a change of address as soon as you know where you’re going?



That’s… very helpful. Thank you.



You will need to provide a temporary address, though. Perhaps your home from your previous universe?



…



Sir?



Yeah. Fine. Whatever.



Is this your first trip to universe #196? Y/N



Are you travelling in a group? Y/N



Do you have a sentience permit? Y/N




What’s a sentience permit?



It’s just some official documentation granting the rights of sentience. You should have received one when you were preparing to board your flight?



Never saw anything called a sentience permit before. Nobody gave me anything called that.



Very well. If you’ll excuse me a moment, I need to speak with my supervisor.



… of course. No problem.



I’m sure everything will be sorted out, sir. Worst comes to worst, we send you home so that the correct paperwork for your sentience permit can be sorted out.



Y’know, my wife never said anything about a sentience permit, either. And she was talking through all the forms she was doing. I’d’ve remembered something like that.



… if you’ll excuse me one minute, sir. We’ll have everything sorted out as soon as we can.
      

      
   
      The Pauper and the Princess


      

      
      
         The face that was not my face looked at me, manic energy fleeing from every pore.



"So yes! It works! Hi!"



I was too tired to muster the energy for this. This was impossible in at least five different ways, and I dealt with it by not dealing with it.



"What."



My twin-no, my counterpart, started gesticulating wildly.



"Right. Right! Okay, see, the problem is that parallel universe is that by, well, definition, they're parallel."



I felt like I should have reacted more to that statement, but I just kept glowering at her.



"Which means they don't touch. Ever. They just...go in the same direction, forever. Which means dimensional travel is impossible".



She was losing steam, a bit. Good.



"Which is where I come in! By changing the direction of my own entire universe, I was able to make them cross over, once! Something which will never happen again, ever! And thus, I was deposited here, and now we can live together, and be friends, and talk about our hobbies, and-"



I tuned her out, and got a good, hard look at the person who was saying she was me.



Her clothes were dirtier than mine, and not kept as well. Also, a geeky t-shirt does not a stylish garment make. Her hair was a mass of frizz, unlike my own styled locks, and there were deep bags under her eyes. Also, she smelled...bad. Very bad.



I felt a pit form in my stomach. Even though I'd studied economy, not physics (like I presumed she had-well, I don't think they give access to the LHC to just anybody) I had an inkling of what happened. Especially if our childhoods were the same up until a certain point. She was still me, after all.



Time to take the plunge and see if my instincts were right.



"See, this is why boys aren't interested in us."



It was like turning off the robot. Her face crumpled, and she looked at me like I'd told her Santa wasn't real. Or, more likely, as if I'd told that really, she was very sweet, but what happened last night was not an invite to start an entire relationship, and that yes, we could still be friends and that it's not you, it's me.



"I'm guessing you felt lonely...very lonely. And instead of trying to read up on social skills, or sucking it up and going out more often, you concocted this insane scheme to be with a different version of yourself, because obviously your own self would be your very best friend."



A mute nod.



"Except you didn't think that all the bad traits that push away others might also possibly push away me too?" The floor, disappearing under her feet. "Or that everything I hate in the mirror is going to be present in you too, and I'm going to hate it a lot more?"



I sighed and put my face in my hands, trying to ignore a strangled sob.



"It's okay. You're still me. I'll help you. But this is not going to be easy, and it's not going to go how you imagined. The problems you're having won't have an outside fix. You're going to have to work on yourself, and only you can do it. But I'll still help you."



Her bottom lip trembled for a moment, and then I hugged her and stroked her back while she bawled her eyes out.



I felt pity for her. But if I could make it out, then I could teach her how to do so too.



There was still hope.
      

      
   