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 Chapter 1 
 
    Well, this was it.  
 
    Six-hundred-fifty East Broadway Lane, Minneapolis, Minnesota. I always hated doing inspections in this part of the city, mostly because it always made me feel like a peasant, come to do the bidding of my noble masters.  
 
    When I finally rolled up to the two-story, white-washed brick facade of my destination, my feelings were only intensified.  
 
    The exhaust pipe of the beat-up, old, two-thousand-and-four Oldsmobile Silhouette minivan sputtered and spat as I slowed the vehicle to a halt, and for a minute, I wondered if one of these bougie neighbors was going to call in a noise complaint. 
 
    Hey, at least I had a company car. Even if it was a piece of shit.  
 
    I threw the ‘ol girl into park, killed the ignition, unbuckled my seatbelt, and slid out onto the sidewalk. I tried to be discrete as I yanked open the sliding door of the red-and-yellow van and mentally prepared myself to try and find my equipment in the mess of the back.  
 
    It was always one of my favorite pastimes to watch peoples’ reactions whenever I opened the side panel of the vehicle. The Silhouette sported a large, cartoon image of a fly, flipped over onto its back and with little X marks where its eyes should be. It had been strategically placed on the van so that, whenever somebody opened up the side door, the poor little guy looked like he was being decapitated.  
 
    Cute, but a tad much.  
 
    Then again, you had to have a little bit of fun when you were an exterminator.  
 
    No… Pest Control Technician.  
 
    I had to keep reminding myself I’d recently been promoted. Now, instead of just going out and dealing with problems people already knew they had, I went around and looked at people’s houses to try and figure out what kind of problem they might have.  
 
    The eighteen dollars an hour was totally worth it, though.  
 
    Then again, that was peanuts compared to whatever the fuck the owners of this house were making.  
 
    Did they really need not one, not two, but three sets of bay windows? Not to mention, the brickwork in this place was authentically hand-laid, not the cheap, flat, plastic facade kinda shit you saw at the hardware store. Egyptian blue siding ran parallel to the ground in all the spots devoid of bricks, and white trim lined the exterior of every window, peak, and edge of the home.  
 
    This style was popular with the wealthy folk of Minneapolis. It was designed specifically to look cozy and beautiful when it snowed, a phenomenon that happened way too much up in this part of the world.  
 
    As I slid on my shoe protectors, mask, and gloves, I wondered if I was going to get a complaint about the “eyesore” of a van sitting out in the middle of the street of this community of multi-million-dollar houses. The old, rusty vehicle had apparently been with the company since it’d been brand new and had certainly seen better days. Most of the paint and graphics on the side had been worn down by a mixture of the harsh winters and countless hours of sitting out in the sun. The entire undercarriage was splotched with rust to the point where my coworkers joked it was going to fall out on us while we were driving down the road. All of this was compounded by the fact that my chump of a boss didn’t want to pay to have it repaired or re-painted, so we had to take this ‘ol rust bucket into all these fancy neighborhoods where we stuck out like a sore thumb.  
 
    Fortunately for Bugslayer, LLC, termites, roaches, and rats didn’t discriminate between rich and poor. These people needed my services just as much as anyone in the bad parts of town.  
 
    So, I picked up my clipboard and pen, slammed the sliding door shut with just the right amount of force to close the door but not break the slide track, and then beeped the key fob as I headed toward the front door.  
 
    Ugh. I never knew what to do when it came to these fancy places. Did I knock? Ring the doorbell? E-mail them again? Stand around and wait for the butler or maid to open the door?  
 
    Luckily, I didn’t have to wait for very long.  
 
    As soon as I reached the front steps, the wide brown door swung open to reveal a young woman. My heart leapt up into my throat when I saw her perfectly tan skin, dark green eyes, and chocolate brown locks tied back into a single ponytail. She was wearing a simple black turtleneck that hugged her tummy and perky breasts tightly, and on her lower half she wore a pair of tight pleated brown pants. She looked business-casual, but obviously super rich.  
 
    “Hunter Bragg!” I introduced myself as I tried not to get stupefied by her outrageous Laura Croft-like beauty. “Pest Control Technician, at your service.”  
 
    The woman’s emerald eyes stared back suspiciously as she looked me up and down, and then she motioned for me to step inside.  
 
    “This way,” the woman grumbled. “The laundry room is where the problem area seems to be. Also… what’s with the getup? It’s a termite problem, not an infectious disease.”  
 
    Well, nice to meet you, too.  
 
    “It’s just standard procedure,” I explained. “All Bugslayer employees have to wear this uniform wherever we go, even if it’s just for an inspection. You never know what kind of stuff you get into once you start crawling down in people’s basements and crawl spaces and all that.”  
 
    The woman raised her eyebrows and then let out a deep sigh.  
 
    “Look around,” she scoffed. “Does this look like the kind of place that would have bed bugs or cockroaches? My father always kept his house spic and span. If a horde of bugs or even a bunch of dust got into his shop, it could completely ruin his life’s work. I try to keep this place somewhat clean in his absence, but there’s only so much I can do when I’m always so busy with work.”  
 
    “That sounds pretty intense, Miss… ?” I began as I looked around at the inside of the mansion.  
 
    “Nash,” she finished for me. “Karla Nash.”  
 
    “Right.” I nodded. “What exactly did your father do, Miss Nash?”  
 
    “My father’s work isn’t important.” The brunette woman shrugged. “Or at least, not to somebody of your profession. There’s too many quantum theorems and kinematical postulates and other complex terms at play. It’s hard for me to wrap my brain around sometimes, so I can only imagine what’d happen if I tried to explain it to you.”  
 
    “Oh, so he’s a physicist or something?” 
 
    “Or something,” she scoffed, and then she nodded toward where she wanted me to go.  
 
    Even though the outside of the dwelling was nice enough, the inside didn’t look much different than your standard ritzy home. All of the floors were a dark, polished hardwood, and the walls were all painted from top to bottom in a sterile white hue. The vaulted ceilings were lined with large wooden beams across their lengths, and every one of the doorways I could see were separated by a set of dark blue double doors covered with tiny windows.  
 
    But there was something off about the whole thing.  
 
    Just from a quick glance around, I could see everything in the house was covered with a thin layer of dust, almost as if it hadn’t been used in years. The chandelier that dangled from the ceiling was missing a few lightbulbs, and even the windows appeared to be glazed over by cobwebs and dirt.  
 
    “A scientist, huh?” I mused. “Am I gonna find some super-secret badass lab behind one of your closets or in the garage or something?”  
 
    Karla’s eyes narrowed as her pursed lips turned into a full-on scowl.  
 
    “My father wasn’t a mad scientist,” she muttered, and I noticed out of the corner of my eyes that her right fist was tightening. “Now, shall I show you to the laundry room?”  
 
    I stifled a gulp, but my heart was starting to beat against my sternum with the force of a war drum.  
 
    I didn’t know what this strange woman’s deal was, but the topic of her father was obviously a sore spot, and I knew I shouldn’t push the issue any further. I was here to do a job, not pry into this poor woman’s personal life. Even though she’d been the one who had brought up her dad, and I was just trying to make polite conversation.  
 
    Women.  
 
    “Sure,” I agreed with the fakest smile I could muster. “Take me to the termites, and I’ll take a quick peek. With any luck, I can be outta your hair in no time.”  
 
    “Great,” Karla agreed in a too enthusiastic tone, and then she began to walk down one of the mansion’s hallways. “This way, please.”  
 
    I followed Miss Nash across the hardwood floor of the mansion. It creaked under my feet with every step I took, and I instantly knew we were looking at some sort of minor structural damage, at the very least.  
 
    We passed by a large room off to the left on our way to the laundry room, and I couldn’t help but take a quick glance inside.  
 
    It was obviously supposed to be a library, and just like the rest of the rooms in the mansion, this one had ten-foot-tall vaulted ceilings atop white and blue walls. However, the entirety of the back wall was made up of built-in oak bookshelves packed to the brim with texts that looked like they’d seen better days. There was a desk at the very center of all the shelves, but I didn’t have much time to inspect it before we moved on to the next room.  
 
    Finally, Karla came to a halt at the end of the hallway, grabbed the handle of a small door, and tossed it open. Then she stepped in, turned on the light, and motioned to the interior with about as much enthusiasm as a racehorse who was long past retirement.  
 
    “Here it is,” she grumbled. “Our laundry room, in all its glory.”  
 
    My jaw nearly hit the floor. This was the nicest “laundry room” I’d ever seen. The thing was bigger than the freaking master suite in my apartment.  
 
    All along the right side of the space was a gray marble countertop that ran down the side of the wall, with a white porcelain farm sink and nearly a dozen cabinets underneath. Above the counter was a single minimalist piece of artwork, a red canvas with yellow, orange, and purple paint splatters strewn across its front.  
 
    You know, the kind of thing a dude creates in his garage with ten-dollar supplies from Hobby Lobby and then turns around and sells for two-hundred dollars a pop. Rich people always ate that stuff up. 
 
    On the other end of the room, atop the pristine white tile flooring, sat a front-loading washer and dryer.  
 
    “Wow… ” I whistled to myself.  
 
    “There seems to be an issue over by the washer,” Karla explained. “Whenever I walk over there to try and do some laundry, I’m afraid the floor is gonna fall out from under me.”  
 
    “I’ll take a look.” I nodded and pulled the pen from behind my ear. “What I’m gonna do is a full inspection of this floor. Usually, if termites are present underneath a laminate surface like this one, it’ll look like water damage. Bubbles, sags, and sometimes even little tiny holes show up where they’ve been. Have you seen anything like that lately?”  
 
    Karla lowered her eyes and let out a deep sigh.  
 
    “I thought that was just from the washing machine,” she grumbled. “The laminate around the washer has been like that for a while now, but I never really thought anything of it.”  
 
    “Uff-da.” I whistled. “If it’s been like that for a while, and you feel like your floor’s starting to sag… I can already tell you it’s not gonna be pretty when I start prying up the floor.”  
 
    “Shit.” Karla crossed her arms over her chest. “I knew I shouldn’t have let it go for so long. I just got so caught up in work lately… ”  
 
    “It’s not a big deal,” I reassured her. “We don’t know the extent of the damage yet. Let me get in there and check it out, and then we’ll go from there.”  
 
    First thing’s first, I needed to see this massive weak spot she was talking about. So, I sauntered over to the nice rug in front of the washer and dryer and instantly felt the floor groan underneath me. The wood underneath the laminate gave nearly half an inch as I stepped on it, and I physically cringed at the thought of what was under this carpet.  
 
    I took a step back, reached down, and removed the rug.  
 
    Yikes.  
 
    Staring back at me was a gash in the laminate nearly a foot long and about as wide as my hand.  
 
    Definitely termites.  
 
    “Yeah, you got ‘em alright,” I explained as I pointed to the gash in the floor.  
 
    “Fucking stupid,” Karla muttered to herself as she buried her face into her palm.  
 
    “Don’t beat yourself up,” I chuckled and pulled the flat-head screwdriver from my belt. “It could happen to anybody. But, I will warn you… it’s about to get worse. I hope you don’t mind replacing this.”  
 
    I slid the narrow end of the flat-head underneath the edge of the gash, got a bit of leverage, and then pushed upward.  
 
    The laminate strip popped up with a gnarly crack, and debris from the brittle material scattered across the floor like the world’s worst confetti. Underneath was the baseboards of the floor, and they had been chewed beyond recognition. It was so bad, in fact, that I could have sworn I saw a few pinpricks of light rising up through the floor where the termites had chewed all the way through.  
 
    This wasn’t just bad, it was downright dangerous.  
 
    “Oh, my god… ” Karla gasped.  
 
    “Yeah,” I mused, “I wouldn’t stand in this spot anymore. Like, I’m halfway tempted to move your washer and dryer right now, because I don’t know how these things haven’t fallen through already.”  
 
    “Shit,” Miss Nash grumbled. “Can you get rid of the little bastards?”  
 
    “I can set some traps and treat the soil around your house,” I explained, “but if this is as bad as I’m guessing it is, we’re gonna have to bring out the big guns. And by that, I mean the full shebang. Tent fumigation.”  
 
    “And what about the floors themselves?” Karla rubbed her temples with frustration.  
 
    “I’m not a floor guy.” I shrugged. “But I’d imagine you’re gonna have to get a contractor out here to assess the damage and see if anything can be filled in and salvaged. If not, I could see this costing a pretty penny, in my honest opinion. But I still need to see just how bad this infestation is… ”  
 
    Karla lifted up her head, dragged her hands down her cheeks as she rolled her eyes, and then turned around.  
 
    “I’m going to call my contractor,” she announced. “He’s usually really good about getting out here ASAP.”  
 
    The beautiful brunette woman disappeared down the hallway, and I got back to work.  
 
    I pried up a few more of the strips of laminate, set them to the side, and clicked my tongue.  
 
    This was way worse than I’d thought. The damage stretched almost the entire width of the room, in a giant eye-shaped pattern.  
 
    There was a silver lining, however. The damage seemed to be contained to this singular pattern, and nothing more. Strange… I’d never seen any termites chew up a floor in a perfect shape like this.  
 
    Maybe this was the only tasty wood in the house?  
 
    Either way, I prayed there wasn’t a support beam underneath this spot. Because if there were any, they would be about as useful as a femur in somebody with brittle bone disease.  
 
    Slowly, I stood back up to my feet, and then froze in place when the floorboards underneath me groaned once more. I quickly scribbled down some notes on my clipboard, slipped the pen back behind my ear, and then put away my screwdriver.  
 
    If there were termites in this room, then they were probably all over in the crawlspace, and God only knows where else. I needed to get down in there as soon as possible so I could see the true extent of the damage.  
 
    I lifted up my foot to take a step and heard a loud crack underneath my planted leg.  
 
    That couldn’t be good.  
 
    Before I could move out of the way, there was another loud crack, and the floor gave out underneath me. Much to my surprise, there was no crawl space.  
 
    Nothing underneath me but a giant, open room.  
 
    I let out a gasp of surprise as I fumbled to grab onto something, anything, that would stop my fall.  
 
    But it was no use.  
 
    I felt the jagged wood and laminate scrape past my flesh as I plummeted downward and into the darkness below. The next thing I knew, my back slammed into a cold metal surface, and I bounced off it violently like a ragdoll. I slammed into a table, which promptly shattered under my weight, and then finally came to a stop on a cold, wet, concrete ground.  
 
    What the hell? 
 
    The space around me was dark, only illuminated by the soft light from the hole above.  
 
    There was a dull throbbing in my ribs as I slowly hobbled up to my feet, and a slight warm trickle of blood ran down my forehead. I wiped the trickle away with my open palm, smeared it against my jeans, and then pulled my phone out of my pocket.  
 
    When I finally switched on the flashlight app, I couldn’t believe my eyes.  
 
    Before me stood a giant piece of machinery that took up the entire wall of the subterranean room. It appeared to be turned off at the moment, but even in the darkness I could see all the bells and whistles. Several red lights ran across the top, just above a massive screen equivalent to the jumbotron at a basketball game. Underneath that were a bunch of buttons, levers, and a screen with a keyboard.  
 
    I turned around and looked at the table that had broken my fall. It had been shattered straight in two, and handwritten notes now littered the ground around it.  
 
    Immediately to the right of the broken table, up against the wall, was a series of workbenches whose surfaces were covered with several small gadgets and machines, and as I surveyed my surroundings a bit more, realization started to set in. 
 
    This really was some sort of secret lab, ripped straight out of an old monster movie. All that was missing were the bubbling beakers, giant electrical conduit, and creepy mutated assistant.  
 
    “What the fuck?” I groaned as I limped over to the large machine and began to look it over.  
 
    As I glanced up and to my left, I saw a metal arm jutting out of the computer, and it had a strange, gun-like device attached to its end. The device looked like a stereotypical sci-fi blaster ripped straight out of a Marvin the Martian cartoon, complete with a ball attached to several spaced-out circular plates.  
 
    Maybe there was an electrical conduit, after all.  
 
    A sudden pain shot through my aching head, and I had to lean against the machine to keep myself from falling to my knees.  
 
    The second my hand touched the cold metal of the computer, though, a loud whirring sound filled the air.  
 
    Then the multicolored lights sprang to life as the whirring turned into a grating, dial-up internet like noise, and the jumbotron sprang to life.  
 
    There, on the massive screen, was the face of an older man. He had large, square-shaped glasses over his eyes and a horseshoe hairline on his dome. On his forehead rested a pair of strap-on goggles, which became somewhat redundant when you realized he already wore eye protection. The man’s face also sported a burly mustache that sat above his expressionless mouth.  
 
    In fact, the man’s whole face was completely stern and emotionless.  
 
    And it was surrounded by a turquoise, glowing aura.  
 
    Underneath the man’s face was a ticker that read “Blood sample identified. Wayfarer of Dimension One - Hunter Bragg” in bright red letters.  
 
    “Welcome, Hunter Bragg,” a voice arose from the figure on the screen. “Please allow me to introduce myself… My name is Dr. David Nash, and I have been expecting you for quite some time, Wayfarer.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    “Uhhh… huh?” I slowly backed away from the seemingly sentient machine, and I refused to peel my eyes away from the glowing face the entire time.  
 
    The man on the large screen frowned when he saw I was trying to leave.  
 
    “There is no need to be afraid, Wayfarer,” Dr. Nash reassured me. “I’m just a state of the art, cognitive-based artificial intelligence. I couldn’t hurt you even if I wanted to.”  
 
    Oh, that was reassuring.  
 
    I continued to back away and didn’t even dignify the greeting with a response. I needed to figure out how to get out of here. Generally, people who had secret laboratories underneath their houses weren’t too happy when somebody wandered into them. It was only a matter of time before Karla came to inspect the loud crash, and then--  
 
    My thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a cocking shotgun.  
 
    “What the fuck did you do?” Karla growled from behind me.  
 
    “Calm down, daughter,” Dr. Nash implored. “It’s only natural for the asset to be a tad spooked. This is all a lot for him to take in… I’m assuming you didn’t inform him of my current state when you brought him here?”  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder to see Karla still had her gun aimed square at my back, though she now wore a concerned look on her face.  
 
    “What are you talking about, Dad?” the brunette asked. “We have a termite problem, and this is just our exterminator.”  
 
    “Pest Control Technician,” I corrected.  
 
    “Quiet!” Karla snapped as her eyes whipped back to me. “Now, I’m gonna ask again, what did you do to the IFDR? Did the government send you? Or was it Dr. Malice or Edward Parsons or another one of my father’s rivals?”  
 
    “I-I just fell through the floor,” I explained with my hands in the air as I pointed to the hole in the ceiling. “I was looking at the termite damage, and then the next thing I know, boom! I’m down in this place.”  
 
    “Likely story,” Karla growled. “An exterminator--”  
 
    “Technician,” I interjected, and she shot me a look that could peel paint off the walls.  
 
    “Whatever the fuck you are,” she continued, “a simple pest control idiot wouldn’t know how to operate an IFDR. How did you turn it on? It hasn’t been functional in almost five years.”  
 
    “Uhhh, I didn’t do anything!” I hissed as I waved my hands and tried to look away from her shotgun. “I just leaned against it so I didn’t fall over, and it booted up. I promise, I’m only a technician, not a spy or an agent or whatever you think I am.”  
 
    “Please put the gun down, daughter,” Dr. Nash implored once again. “This is no way to treat our Wayfarer.”  
 
    “This dumbass?” Karla scoffed. “The Wayfarer? Not a fucking chance.”  
 
    “It’s in his DNA, Karla,” the AI explained in a fatherly tone. “I got a sample of his blood when he placed his wounded hand on my console. That is why I have reactivated after all these years. Our mission is alive and well, daughter.”  
 
    “Ohhh!” Karla gasped, and then she bit her lip as if she were trying not to cry, but then she finally lowered the gun.  
 
    “I thought I’d never see you again.” She hung her head. “I mean, I know you’re not… you. But you’re the closest thing to… Well… him… It’s just--just nice to hear your voice again.”  
 
    “It’s good to see you again, too, Karla,” the face on the screen replied longingly. “Even though I know deep down I’m just a machine, a shadow of your father unable to grasp the concepts of emotion, it did make me sad to shut down indefinitely.”  
 
    Uh… what the fuck was going on? Actually, on second thought, I really didn’t care.  
 
    The shotgun wasn’t pointed at me anymore, and I could see a bit of light shining in from the staircase at the far end of the room like a shining beacon of freedom in the darkness.  
 
    All I had to do was run and hope Karla couldn’t get her weapon back into position before I was up the stairs.  
 
    “You can’t possibly believe this man is the Wayfarer,” the brunette woman argued. “I thought they were supposed to be the most important people of their timeline? This guy is just an exterminator.”  
 
    Pest. Control. Technician.  
 
    I wanted to argue, but I wanted to escape even more, and reminding them I was right here probably wasn’t the best way to do that. 
 
    So, I took a careful step toward the stairs, and neither the crazy-sexy girl with the shotgun or weird computer dude noticed. 
 
    “Your father raised you better than that, Karla,” the computer reminded her. “A human being’s job isn’t what defines them. What defines them is--”  
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I remember,” Karla half-chuckled, half-grumbled. “It’s their character and the ultimate potential of what they do with their life that decides their impact on the world. Dad certainly programmed his boring life lectures into you, huh?”  
 
    Now.  
 
    I took off in a full sprint toward the staircase. My heart hammered in my chest as I ran, and the muscles in my legs screamed as they powered my body forward.  
 
    “Stop!” I heard her scream.  
 
    I didn’t bother looking back. I was almost to the stairs.  
 
    Suddenly, there was a loud gunshot from behind me, and a spray of concrete chunks exploded into the air as the floor in front of me was turned into a crater.  
 
    I halted in place, spun around, and fumbled at my belt for my screwdriver.  
 
    It wasn’t gonna do jack shit against a shotgun, but if this was the end, at least I’d go down fighting. I let out a frustrated scream as I charged at Karla and prepared to stab her with my flat-head.  
 
    She shot the ground at my feet once more, but it didn’t stop me.  
 
    I was on her in a few more strides as I hauled back my makeshift weapon.  
 
    The next thing I knew, I felt the butt of the shotgun hit me in the stomach. As I doubled over in pain, Karla used the barrel to knock the screwdriver out of my hand. Then, in one elegant motion, she twirled the gun around, brought it up to the crook of her arm, and took aim once more.  
 
    When I came up for air, I was staring down the barrel of the twelve-gauge.  
 
    “You’d really better hope the IFDR is right,” Karla hissed. “Because if you’re not the Wayfarer, I may just have to blow your head off for that little stunt.”  
 
    “Karla, please be reasonable,” the man on the screen pleaded. “This is no way to treat the Wayfarer of your dimension.”  
 
    “Call me a skeptic,” the brunette woman growled without taking her eyes off me, “but why would a Wayfarer just show up on our doorstep like this?”  
 
    “It’s only been five years, daughter,” Dr. Nash mused and clicked his tongue. “Must I really explain to you the two-headed arrow theory again?”  
 
    “I remember,” Karla scoffed with a smile. “The idea that time works as a two-way street, and that all events in the present influence both the past and the future simultaneously. ‘Fate,’ as the less-intelligent like to call it.”  
 
    “Precisely!” Dr. Nash’s face lit up. “If I had to wager a guess, I’d say a version of us from another dimension, past or future, has been working hard to ensure this Wayfarer ended up in this laboratory, precisely at this point in time.”  
 
    “Okay, look,” I gasped as I tried to stand upright. “If you’re going to hold me at gunpoint, you at least gotta tell me what all this science mumbo-jumbo means, for crap’s sake.”  
 
    Karla and the face on the screen exchanged cautious looks, and then Dr. Nash nodded slowly. His daughter hesitated for a second, but then she slowly lowered the gun from my face.  
 
    “Promise not to try and run again?” she inquired.  
 
    “I wouldn’t dream of it,” I lied. “I value my life too much.”  
 
    “Oh, so maybe we shouldn’t explain everything to him, then?” Dr. Nash pondered aloud.  
 
    My heart sank into my stomach at his words. It must have shown, because both Karla and the face on the screen instantly burst out into laughter.  
 
    “He’s just messing with you,” Karla explained. “I’m glad to see this thing still has my father’s sense of humor.”  
 
    “And what exactly is this… thing?” I questioned. “Some sort of computer program? How does it know my name?”  
 
    Karla strutted over to a nearby desk, pulled out its chair, flipped it around, and then motioned for me to sit.  
 
    “You’re gonna want to be sitting down for this,” she warned, “it’s a long, complicated story.”  
 
    “I’ve got time,” I joked as I walked over and plopped down in the cushioned seat. “Especially when I’m being held against my will by a woman with a shotgun and her computerized dad.”  
 
    “Let us explain everything, and then you will be free to go,” Dr. Nash offered. “However, I believe you won’t want to leave once we let you in on just how special you are.”  
 
    What was this, an intervention?  
 
    “Alright,” I said as I leaned forward in the chair and rested my chin against my open palms. “Try me. Who are you people, and why are you so obsessed with me?”  
 
    “As I said before,” the computer explained, “I am Dr. David Nash. Or, at least, a glimmer of what he once was.”  
 
    “So, what?” I interrogated. “You uploaded yourself into a computer? Or are you dead, and this is your daughter’s convoluted way to try and bring you back?”  
 
    “As with most things, the answer is ‘somewhere in the middle,’” the glowing face on the screen noted. “Dr. David Nash was a brilliant scientist whose discoveries in quantum mechanics and string theory had the potential to completely change the world. He had it all… a beautiful wife and daughter, the admiration of the scientific community, and so many awards and prizes. He probably would have won a Nobel Peace Prize had he been able to finish his work.”  
 
    “So, he did die.” I nodded. “You keep referring to him like he’s dead.”  
 
    “We don’t know that for a fact,” Karla sighed and lowered her head. “All we know is my father has been gone for almost eight years now. He might be dead, or he might still be out there somewhere.”  
 
    “Out where?” I asked. “Was he kidnapped by one of those people you accused me of working for?”  
 
    “Doubtful,” the A.I. on the screen explained. “The IFDR logs show it has been used once, and only once, but the data was corrupted as to when and where Dr. Nash ended up. Every calculation I have made leads back to the theory that Dr. Nash used the device on himself and has been missing ever since. We do not know how he accomplished this, however, since he was not, to our knowledge, a Wayfarer.”  
 
    “He spent all of my teenage years building that damn thing,” Karla interjected. “And then, lo and behold, the second it’s finished… the second he might just actually have time for his family again… he up and uses the thing on himself and leaves.” 
 
    “He probably didn’t intend to leave, my dear,” the computer-man said. “We’ve discussed this before.” 
 
    “Not to sound like a total idiot,” I cut in and raised my hand, “but what exactly does this machine do? Other than host your missing father’s conscience?”  
 
    “I am not the conscience of Dimension One’s Dr. Nash,” the computer explained. “I am the conscience of the Dr. Nash from Dimension Six-Eighty-Seven.”  
 
    My brain was starting to hurt.  
 
    “So, your dad is missing, but the guy in this computer is your dad… from another dimension?” I pointed to the glowing face.  
 
    “That’s correct,” Karla explained. “When my father disappeared, I spent months trying to figure out how to operate this machine to get him back. After countless hours of heartache, headaches, and frustration, another version of my father appeared in the lab and offered to help me try and figure it out.”  
 
    “You see, in my dimension, it was Karla who used the IFDR too soon and went missing,” Dr. Nash explained. “So, I used my device to send me to a dimension where my doppelgänger was missing. I figured the combined brainpower of my daughter and I would be able to crack the code and bring both of our missing halves back. However, the joke was on me. You see, because of slight variations in the space-time continuum, the version of the IFDR that Dimension One’s Dr. Nash built was much different than my own.”  
 
    “We eventually got it to work,” Karla grumbled, “but we made a terrible discovery. The machine doesn’t work the way it’s supposed to on regular humans. When you send somebody through, it’s a one-way trip.”  
 
    “So, we believe Dimension One’s Dr. Nash and Dimension Six-Eighty-Seven’s Karla are out there somewhere in another dimension,” the computer’s hypnotic voice continued. “Lost, with no way to get home.”  
 
    “Hold on, hold on… ” I shook my head in disbelief at what I was hearing. “You’re telling me this thing lets people travel across dimensions?”  
 
    “Again, you are halfway there,” Dr. Nash clarified. “The Interdimensional Future Doomsday Radar is a device that, in theory, grants travel to future timelines across a plethora of alternate dimensions.”  
 
    “Wait, no.” I stood up and shook my head even more vigorously. “Maaaaybe I can believe your father disappeared and that his personality was uploaded into a computer program, but now you’re trying to sit here and tell me Dr. Nash invented not only time travel, but interdimensional time travel?”  
 
    “That is correct.” The face on the screen nodded. “Shall I continue?”  
 
    I didn’t even know what to say. So, I threw out my hands, shrugged, and then sat back down.  
 
    “I guess I might as well hear you out,” I admitted. “The story can’t get much crazier from here.”  
 
    “You’re going to regret saying that,” Karla mused.  
 
    “So, this is where the Wayfarers come in,” Dr. Nash began once more. “Each timeline has what we call a ‘Wayfarer,’ or a person who has the ability to travel back and forth across space and time. Unfortunately, the Dr. Nash of Dimension One wasn’t one of them.”  
 
    “We spent years trying to find the Wayfarer of this dimension,” Karla added. “I scoured the world looking for anyone who might fit the bill.”  
 
    “And how do you know when people fit the bill?” I chuckled. “Did you just go up to them and ask ‘Hey, are you an interdimensional time traveler?’”  
 
    “Wayfarers are surrounded by anomalies in the timeline,” Karla retorted without missing a beat. “They’re people who constantly experience things like deja vu, precognition, prosopagnosia, and other similar phenomena of the mind.”  
 
    “Well, that only narrows it down to a few million people,” I joked, but Karla didn’t seem to be in the mood for jokes.  
 
    “I did my best, given the circumstances,” the brunette woman scoffed. “I was in my twenties, barely even above the legal drinking age, and I was next to alone. Mom was dead, and Dad was gone… It wasn’t exactly a simple task.”  
 
    “No, it wasn’t.” The face on the screen frowned. “That’s why I wanted to make sure she was never alone again. The Karla of Dimension One may not have been my daughter, but I couldn’t bear to see her lose her father again.”  
 
    “So, you uploaded yourself into the computer,” I finished the statement for him.  
 
    “That’s right,” he confirmed.  
 
    “We put him into sleep mode about five years ago,” Karla explained. “This thing only has so much juice left in it, and I didn’t want to waste it while I jaunted about looking for the Wayfarer.”  
 
    “I instructed Karla not to wake me until Dimension One’s Wayfarer was found,” Dr. Nash noted, “and now, here you are in the flesh!”  
 
    “I-I think you might have the wrong guy,” I admitted. “I mean, I have some bouts of deja vu just like any normal human being, but I’m just a regular dude who spends his weekends playing video games and binge-watching Japanese anime. I’m no interdimensional traveler. Besides, what are the chances the one guy you’re looking for just drops onto your doorstep like this?”  
 
    “That’s what I thought at first, too,” Karla admitted, “but my father here seems to think that ‘fate’ made it so.”  
 
    “I’m not some super badass time-jumper,” I repeated. “There’s no way.”  
 
    “I have a sample of your blood, Hunter Bragg.” Dr. Nash’s glowing head nodded. “It has the genetic makeup of a Wayfarer.”  
 
    Now, the room started to spin around me, so I leaned back in my chair and looked up at the ceiling to keep from passing out. There was no way. This had to be all a dream. Nothing but a dream…  
 
    And if it wasn’t, these people were certifiably crazy.  
 
    Was I really supposed to believe I was talking to a living computer, whose consciousness was uploaded from a man from another dimension, and that I was some sort of special mutant who could jump across space and time?  
 
    This was insane, and I had a feeling it was about to get even crazier.  
 
    “Okay, okay… ” I motioned with my hands to try and calm the situation down. “Let’s say I’m the Wayfarer of Dimension One or whatever. Why do you need me here? Do you want me to try and find this dimension’s Dr. Nash?”  
 
    “Yes.” Karla nodded. “But only after you’ve saved the world.”  
 
    Of course “saving the world” was going to be thrown out somewhere. Now, I just needed “you’re our only hope” and “you’re a secret orphan from another planet” to get a fictional savior bingo.  
 
    “Again,” I reminded both of them, “I’m a Pest Control Technician. Unless the world is going to be overrun by a bunch of bugs or rats or snakes, I’m not sure how exactly I can help you.”  
 
    “There may be a timeline where that’s the case,” Dr. Nash admitted, “if that’s so, then I suppose you’d be more than prepared to take on the challenge, eh?”  
 
    I really didn’t like where this was going.  
 
    “You need to understand what my father’s work was all about, Hunter,” Karla interjected. “It wasn’t just about crossing interdimensional timelines or finding special people or even bending the laws of space and time. It was about preventing Doomsday. It was about saving billions of lives.”  
 
    Okay, now I knew I was being pranked. Surely, there were some hidden cameras around here somewhere, and Ashton Kutcher was gonna come out and tell me I’d been Punk’d.  
 
    Might as well play along with the insanity.  
 
    “Doomsday?” I fake gasped. “What kinda Doomsday are we dealing with here? Pandemic? Alien invasion? Volcanic eruption?”  
 
    “Here in Dimension One?” Karla raised an eyebrow. “We don’t know. That’s why we need the Wayfarer.”  
 
    “According to the IFDR,” Dr. Nash interjected, “there is an anomaly that happens here in this world, or a ‘Doomsday Scenario,’ if you will. It has already happened across dozens of different timelines, in a dozen different ways. We believe the only way to prevent it from happening in Dimension One is to save the human race in said dimensions, study what caused their own Doomsday, and then prevent it from happening here.”  
 
    “You’re right,” I admitted, “that’s a lot to take in. Why can’t the Wayfarers in these different dimensions just step up to the plate and save their own worlds? Why don’t the David and Karla Nash of those dimensions just find their own Wayfarers and save the world themselves?”  
 
    “Two reasons,” the face on the screen explained. “First, if Doomsday has already happened in the other dimensions, then chances are our dimensional clones didn’t survive. Secondly, much like yourself, the Wayfarers of the other dimensions don’t know they are special.”  
 
    “That’s kinda asking a lot of a Pest Control Technician, don’t you think?” I semi-mocked.  
 
    “It is,” Nash said, “but you are our only hope, I’m afraid.”  
 
    There it was.  
 
    “I do wish you were a soldier or at least a cop or a firefighter or something like that,” Karla sighed. “Hell, I would have even settled for a former black belt.”  
 
    “I’ll have you know I watch plenty of survivalist shows,” I shot back, “and I’m okay with a gun. Not as good as you, of course, but I’ve definitely taken down a few stationary targets in my time.”  
 
    “My voice analyzers are indicating he is mocking us,” Dr. Nash announced.  
 
    “Not mocking.” I shrugged. “I’m just having a hard time figuring out why I should believe you in the first place.”  
 
    “You’re speaking to a computer screen in real time, and it is answering you back with the cognitive function of a human,” the glowing face explained. “Do you really believe what we’ve told you isn’t possible?”  
 
    “Fine,” I conceded, “let’s say I do believe you. Am I just going to be going into this mission blind and then wander around until I miraculously stumble across a solution?”  
 
    “Not at all,” Dr. Nash scoffed. “My A.I. has calculated the Doomsday scenarios of all of the identified timelines, and has also indicated what needs to be done to save humanity in each one. However, how you accomplish that particular task will be left completely up to you.”  
 
    “You’ll go into the timelines, complete the task my father has assigned to you, and then return to us with any information you have gathered,” Karla added. “Also, if you happen to come across a Wayfarer, try to convince them to come back with you.”  
 
    “Righttttt.” I was now trying not to laugh. “If I happen to stumble across this one-in-seven-billion special person, I’ll try to bring ‘em back.”  
 
    “You laugh, but stranger things have happened,” Karla warned. “The two-way arrow theory works in mysterious ways. In fact, the future may be influenced just by the two of us sitting here and having this conversation right now.”  
 
    Uff-dah. This was getting to be too much.  
 
    “Okay, Doc.” I turned to the face on the screen. “Hit me with your first Doomsday timeline. I want to see what kinda world-saving tasks little ‘ol me is gonna have to complete.”  
 
    The computer went silent for a moment before a bunch of binary code flashed across the screen in a horizontal pattern. Finally, after a few seconds of calculations, Dr. Nash’s disembodied head reappeared.  
 
    “There,” he mused, “this one might be a good fit for your first mission. Dimension Nine-Fifty-One… or, as I like to call it, ‘The Nuclear Pandemic.’”  
 
    “A nuclear pandemic?” I rolled my eyes. “So you mean a nuclear bomb or something mutated a virus and caused everyone to turn into a zombie or something?” 
 
    “Why… yes,” the computer-man replied as his eyes opened with shock. “See? You are the Wayfarer. You already understood—” 
 
    “I just watch a lot of TV, read a bunch of books, and play a lot of video games.” I scoffed. “You’re really dialing things up to eleven right off the bat, aren’t you?”  
 
    I waited for somebody to catch the reference, but all I got were blank stares.  
 
    “I don’t get it,” Karla admitted.  
 
    “You know, like Spinal Tap?” I prompted. “Don’t tell me neither of you have seen Spinal Tap?”  
 
    “Sounds painful.” Karla shrugged.  
 
    “Back on subject,” Dr. Nash sighed. “Dimension Nine-Fifty-One is a dimension where Doomsday has already occurred via the form of a nuclear holocaust all across the world. However, it doesn’t stop there… The radiation caused all known viruses to mutate, including one that affected the human brain and caused thousands of people to go insane.”  
 
    “Yeahhhhh.” I whistled. “No thanks. I’m glad we’re not in that dimension.”  
 
    “You soon will be, though,” Dr. Nash reminded me. “My algorithms suggest that, if all of the crazed humans in the greater Chicago area are destroyed, it will cause a rift in that dimension’s timeline and will thus save the human race from total extinction.”  
 
    “And if I just so happen to run into the Wayfarer, I’ll bring them back.” I nodded with amusement.  
 
    “Precisely!” Dr. Nash exclaimed. “You’re starting to understand what we’re getting at. If we start right now, we can have you in Dimension Nine-Fifty-One in a little over an hour.”  
 
    Another hour of this crap? This was where I reached my limit.  
 
    I stood up and threw out my hands to the side.  
 
    “Look, guys,” I announced, “it’s been fun, but I’m tired of this… prank? Acting exercise? I don’t care. This is dumb, and I have to get back to work. I’m going to head out now. If you promise not to shoot me in the back, I won’t call the cops on you.”  
 
    “You’re going to leave?” Karla scoffed. “My father just revealed things to you that should have turned your entire world upside down, and you want to dash out of here without giving it a second thought?”  
 
    “Oh, I’ve given it many thoughts,” I retorted. “I don’t know what world you guys are living in, but I don’t want to live there. I’ll just stick with my technician job, thank you very much. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have some leftover Chinese back at my apartment that’s calling my name.” 
 
    I began to walk toward the staircase, but Karla wasn’t done yet.  
 
    “That’s it?” she continued. “You’re just going to walk out of here, back to your crummy apartment and your simple life, and pretend like none of this ever happened?” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure this is a prank,” I sighed.  
 
    “Oh, my god! It’s not a prank!” the beautiful brunette screeched. “We need your help to save the world! Not just this world, all the worlds. Don’t you have any honor or work ethic or—” 
 
    “I’m gonna stop you right there,” I snorted, “and when I get back to my van, I’m gonna tell my boss not to let any other Bugslayer employees anywhere near this house ever again. And, also, I love my life as it is right now. Even if you are telling the truth, and I am this ‘Wayfarer’ person, which again, I seriously fucking doubt, why would I give up a good thing and risk my life to save a bunch of people I’ll never even know?”  
 
    “Because it’s the right thing to do,” Karla grumbled.  
 
    “That may be true,” I agreed, “but I’m not good to anybody if I’m dead.”  
 
    “You have far too little faith in yourself, Hunter,” Dr. Nash reassured me. “You said it yourself that you have basic survivalist skills. On missions like these, you don’t need much more than that, plus a little bit of ingenuity.”  
 
    “The answer’s still no,” I repeated. “Goodbye, Dr. Nash.”  
 
    I turned to head back to the exit, but I only got to the first staircase before the robotic voice called out once more.  
 
    “Wait!” he exclaimed. “We can pay you. Handsomely.”  
 
    I froze in place.  
 
    This dude’s mansion must have been worth at least a few million dollars. He might have been batshit crazy, but he definitely wasn’t a slouch when it came to finances.  
 
    I rotated around to face the Nashes, crossed my arms over my chest, and leaned back against the wall.  
 
    “How much are we talking here?” I asked.  
 
    “For a mission like this?” the face on the screen pondered. “My systems are telling me that, based on an average salaries of Pest Control Technicians in Minneapolis, you would accept something around your yearly salary of forty thousand a year. But, because I want to show you we are serious, I will offer you a quarter million.”  
 
    I nearly swallowed my tongue. My heart started to flutter so rapidly it threatened to bust through my sternum and out through my chest, and my legs suddenly felt weak.  
 
    A quarter of a million dollars? 
 
    I could finally pay off all of my debt, and even the debt from all my mother’s medical bills. I could move out of the crappy apartment I called home and get a place of my own where I wouldn’t have to deal with landlords or quiet times or any of that nonsense.  
 
    Okay, maybe I could indulge these two a little more.  
 
    “Are you alright?” Karla questioned. “It looks like you’re about to pass out.”  
 
    “No, no,” I reassured her with a raised hand, “I’m all good. I’m just… thinking it over, that’s all.”  
 
    I sat down on the bottom step of the staircase and let out a deep sigh as I hung my head in disbelief.  
 
    A quarter of a million dollars… I’d have to be a total idiot to say no at this point.  
 
    Best case scenario? They were both complete loons, and I get paid to indulge their insane fantasy.  
 
    Worst case scenario? Well, I’d be fighting for my life against a bunch of crazed humans in a post-apocalyptic wasteland.  
 
    But, even then, that was well worth the quarter of a million dollars.  
 
    I raised my head to look at the Nashes and then smiled widely.  
 
    “Alright,” I announced. “I’ll do it. But just this once.”  
 
    “I knew you’d come around!” Dr. Nash proclaimed. “Welcome to the team, Wayfarer!”  
 
    “Yeah,” Karla scoffed, “it only took a massive bribe to get him to agree to save the world. My kind of hero… ”  
 
    Oh, well. Miss Nash could be cold toward me all she wanted.  
 
    It really didn’t matter.  
 
    If all went as planned, I’d be rich in a little over an hour. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    “Alright, here’s the lowdown,” Karla explained as she gestured for me to follow her up the stairs to the main level of the mansion. “We’re sending you into the remnants of Chicago, the spot of a direct nuclear strike. You may know a lot about basic survival techniques, but I doubt you know much about traversing a nuclear wasteland.”  
 
    “Actually,” I joked, “I’m pretty sure Les Stroud did a whole episode on that one.”  
 
    “Please take this seriously,” Karla grumbled and frowned. “That man is nice enough, but he’d be dead in a week if he ever was seriously put into a life or death situation.”  
 
    “If Les Stroud can’t survive it, I don’t know who can,” I admitted.  
 
    “You can.” Karla nodded as she opened up the door to a room and nodded inside. “That is, with a little bit of advice and a few specially-made pieces of gear.”  
 
    I was now standing inside of what looked like an armory, with dozens of weapons of all kinds hanging on the wall next to tactical suits. There was a wetsuit, chain mail armor, hazmat suits, and even costumes that looked like they were ripped straight out of a Mad Max movie.  
 
    These guys really were prepared for everything.  
 
    Karla was up on a ladder, and she fumbled around with boxes of gear on the shelves above.  
 
    I couldn’t help but glance up and watch her tight ass wiggle as she rummaged. Her pants squeezed her so tightly, they could have been a second skin, but I averted my eyes instantly when Karla came up with a box and then looked down on me.  
 
    “You good?” she asked knowingly.  
 
    She may have been a bit cold, but she was anything but unobservant. I was sure she knew exactly what I was doing, and I was even more sure she found it amusing.  
 
    “All good,” I lied and then pointed to the hazmat suit. “Let me guess, that one’s for me?”  
 
    Karla looked over at the bright yellow suit and then back at me. She repeated the action for a solid minute before she finally let out a long sigh.  
 
    “That suit in a post-apocalyptic wasteland?” she chuckled. “You’d stick out like a sore thumb. Besides, all of my father’s calculations indicate the virus has run its course in this dimension. I thought you were supposed to be good at this survivalist stuff?”  
 
    “Not when I don’t know what I’m getting into,” I grumbled and crossed my arms. “Your dad didn’t exactly give me much to go on other than, ‘there’s radiation and crazed humans.’”  
 
    “Unfortunately, that’s all the Roosevelt is capable of predicting,” the brunette explained as she set the box in her hand down on a nearby table. “It can figure out the Doomsday scenario and how to fix it, but not much beyond that.”  
 
    “What did you call it?” I raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “The Roosevelt,” she repeated. “That’s what my father called- calls the Interdimensional Future Doomsday Radar. You know, ‘IFDR?’”  
 
    Suddenly, it dawned on me.  
 
    “Ah.” I nodded. “Clever.”  
 
    Karla pulled out a simple black t-shirt and a pair of full-length, tan combat pants. 
 
    “We found out rather quickly the IFDR can only transport organic matter or very small bits of inorganic matter surrounded by organic,” she explained as she handed me the clothing. “When my father from Dimension Six-Eighty-Seven arrived here via his own machine, he was missing both his pants and his lab coat.”  
 
    “So, I’m gonna have to go into the apocalypse completely in the buff?” I mused. “That sounds like a disaster waiting to happen.”  
 
    “Of course not.” The brunette woman rolled her eyes. “My father still had his dress shirt and underwear intact when he arrived. Things like cotton, wool, linen, and silk come from natural fibers, so they are completely fine during the transportation process. Now, something like polyester or rayon? That’d be a no-go.”  
 
    I inspected the clothes closely, and they didn’t really seem to be anything special. That was just my luck.  
 
    All these badass costumes around, and I’m stuck with the one that makes me look like I should be smoking a cigarette outside my local Walmart while waiting for my wife and six kids to come out of the store.  
 
    Karla opened her eyes widely, turned her head, and then nodded.  
 
    “Oh?” I was a tad surprised. “You--You want me to change into them right now?”  
 
    “Don’t make it weird.” Karla rolled her eyes again. “You’re just stripping down to your underwear. It’s nothing I haven’t seen before.”  
 
    Is this what she got outta this whole thing? Some sort of strange, exhibitionist excitement?  
 
    Whatever.  
 
    I quickly slipped off my uniform, tossed it to the side, and then put on the pants and t-shirt.  
 
    Karla just stood there with a blank expression on her face the whole time, though I swear I saw her eyes dart down to my bulge for a brief, fleeting moment.  
 
    Finally, when I was all dressed, the brunette woman turned around and motioned for me to follow after her. Then she led me over to a giant metal door with a wheel that looked like a ship’s. As Karla turned it counterclockwise, the seal around the door let out a hiss as it was released from the pressure. Within a few seconds, there was a small “pop,” and the door swung open.  
 
    “How does this place have so many more rooms?” I pondered aloud as we stepped inside. “Don’t you already have like, eight-thousand square feet to work with upstairs?”  
 
    “That’s right,” Karla explained, “but that’s just at the ground level. Our subterranean lab is nearly double that size, and it runs all throughout the neighborhood. In fact, we have secret hatches that come out on at least three of our neighbor’s properties.”  
 
    “What exactly would you need to escape from?” I questioned. “You guys have been at this for years, and you haven’t had anybody come after you, right?”  
 
    “They haven’t come after us yet,” the brunette clarified. “There is no doubt in my mind there will come a day when they do. Whether it be the government or one of my father’s intellectual rivals, the power of interdimensional travel alone would put massive targets on our backs. And that’s not even getting into the algorithms the IFDR uses to predict the future or the various doomsday events across the various fine ruins. If that got into the wrong hands… well, I don’t even want to think about what would happen then.”  
 
    Karla flipped on the lights, and I felt a lump hop up into my throat.  
 
    The room was made up completely of concrete from top to bottom. At its center sat what looked to be a large operating table on a horizontal pivot, something like you’d see in an old monster movie. Right next to the table was a cart full of all sorts of small tools, tools whose functions I didn’t even want to think about right now.  
 
    “Come,” Karla ordered, “lay down on the table, and we can begin.”  
 
    “Hold on here,” I said as I raised my hands. “Is this some sort of weird kink thing? Like, are you gonna tie me up on the table and then do all sorts of weird, BDSM stuff to me?”  
 
    “You wish,” the brunette woman scoffed. “No… In this case, this room is just what it looks like. There is one more step in the preparation process before we can send you off on your first mission.”  
 
    “I dunno… ” I hesitated. “How bad is this gonna hurt?”  
 
    “Not at all,” she promised, “I’m a trained professional.” 
 
    “Yeah, no,” I sighed. “Sorry, but I’m—” 
 
    “Don’t you want to get paid?” she scoffed. “Isn’t that all you care about anyways?” 
 
    “You’ve never been poor, have you?” I growled as I stared into her green eyes. “Must be fucking nice.” 
 
    Karla opened her mouth to respond, closed it, and then let out a long sigh. Then she shook her head and let out another long breath. 
 
    “Okay, sorry. That was rude of me.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Sorry I’m not really feeling you and your dad’s LARP thingy anymore, so I’m going to—” 
 
    “What?” she asked.  
 
    “Live action role playing,” I clarified. “I was fine because you were talking about the money, and I figured rich people were weird as fuck, but I’m not getting in that chair.” 
 
    “You need to,” she sighed. “I won’t hurt you, I promise.” 
 
    “Then you can pay me first.” I shrugged. 
 
    The beautiful woman huffed in annoyance, and then she pulled out her phone and began to dance her fingers across the screen. “What’s your account number and routing number? I’ll have to route the money transfer through several offshore accounts to avoid detection.” 
 
    “Uhh, crap. I don’t know,” I laughed as I pulled out my own phone. “I still think you are just fucking with me. Let me check.” 
 
    I logged into my mobile bank app and then read the numbers off to her. She repeated each number before she typed it in, and then she gave me a smirk and put her phone back into her pocket.  
 
    “Check your account,” she stated. 
 
    I hit refresh on my app, but nothing happened. I almost told her to fuck off, but then I hit refresh one more time.  
 
    And suddenly my checking account had $125,345.89 in it.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I gasped. It was the most money I’d ever seen, and even though it was digital numbers in an account, I could almost smell the cash in my hands. 
 
    “I just put in half,” Karla said. “You’ll get the rest when you finish your mission. Now, sit down.” 
 
    “Uhhh, okay.” I walked over to the table, placed my back against the cold metal, and then stood still as Karla tightened the straps on my wrists and ankles.  
 
    “Uhhhhh, wait. Why am I being strapped in like Frankenstein’s monster?” I questioned as she leaned the table back, and I was blinded by the large fluorescent lights above.  
 
    “You worry too much,” Karla chuckled. “This is a simple, non-invasive procedure that will be completely painless and quick. Provided you don’t start to panic and flail around like a dying fish. That’s why the straps are there. I’m going to be putting a transmitter in your head, and if you make one wrong move… Well, I’ll just leave it at ‘stay as completely still as you possibly can.’”  
 
    A procedure? I definitely didn’t sign up for this. 
 
    Suddenly, I heard the whirring of a drill, and my whole body tensed up.  
 
    “What is that?” I demanded. “You never said anything about a drill!”  
 
    “It’s non-invasive and painless,” she reminded me. “Just hold still, and it will all be over in a few seconds.”  
 
    As the sound of the drill grew closer and closer, I could feel the cold sweat begin to pour down my face. I wanted to scream. I wanted to rip off these restraints and run for the hills.  
 
    But I didn’t dare move an inch. I didn’t want to find out what happened to people who messed up this procedure.  
 
    There was a brief shot of pain in my left temple, and then the sound of the drill stopped.  
 
    “Is--Is it over?” I sighed.  
 
    “See?” Karla chuckled. “That wasn’t so bad. Actually, I’m pretty impressed. There were so many things that could have gone wrong, especially since you’re my first human subject.”  
 
    “Wait, what?” I gasped.  
 
    “Well, yeah,” the brunette admitted as she untied my straps, “you’re the only Wayfarer of this world, remember? There really wasn’t anyone else I could practice on… ”  
 
    “I thought you said--”  
 
    “I’m fucking with you,” she snickered, “all is well. In fact, I’d say it’s better than well. Check this out.”  
 
    Karla plucked a small, walkie talkie shaped object from the cart, held it up to her mouth, and pressed the button.  
 
    “We really need to talk about boundaries,” I started. “Like, seriously, you can’t--”  
 
    Before I could finish, a sound appeared in my head.  
 
    “Testing, one-two,” Karla’s soft voice announced. “Testing, one-two. Hunter, can you hear me?”  
 
    “Of course I can hear you,” I chuckled, “you’re standing right there.”  
 
    “Watch this,” she said with a smile before she dashed out of the room.  
 
    How about now? Still coming in loud and clear?  
 
    Holy crap… Even though Karla wasn’t anywhere close, I could still hear her voice as if she were standing right next to me.  
 
    The brunette popped her head back into the room, and a coy smile rose at the corners of her pretty mouth.  
 
    “How are you doing that?” I demanded.  
 
    “It’s a microchip implant,” she explained, “my father’s design, of course. Basically, it will allow you and I to communicate back and forth, any time, any place, and most importantly, any dimension.”  
 
    “So, you guys can help me along on this mission?” I questioned.  
 
    “It’ll be like I’m standing right next to you.” Karla nodded. “The chip is also essential in allowing you to dimension hop without having the IFDR present. It’s programming is linked to my father’s A.I., which will allow you to always find your way back to Dimension One. Think of it as a cybernetic lighthouse that will help you see through the interdimensional fog.”  
 
    “Then why do we need the Roosevelt at all?” I pondered aloud. “If the chip lets me travel--”  
 
    “The chip isn’t what makes you travel. Think of it this way… ” Karla tried again. “Have you ever forgotten where you parked your vehicle in a giant parking lot and then walked around beeping your fob until you heard it chirp?”  
 
    “Uh-huh… ”  
 
    “Well, this implant is the fob in this situation,” she noted. “Without it, you’d be lost to space and time unless you by chance stumbled across another ‘car’ with the same frequency. And the chances of just coming across another dimension’s IFDR is nearly five-billion to one, so I wouldn’t count on it.”  
 
    The beautiful brunette walked over to the cart, picked up a small gauze bandage, and then placed it up against the microscopic wound on my head.  
 
    “Is that really necessary?” I chuckled. “I feel fine.”  
 
    “Trust me,” Karla warned, “in the minute chance I fucked up the operation, that bandage is the only thing standing between you and your brains leaking out onto the floor like a strawberry ice cream machine.”  
 
    “Noted.” I shuddered. “So, if my brains do decide to stay in my head for the time being, how does this thing work?”  
 
    Karla looked me dead in the eyes and became extremely straight-faced.  
 
    “This is very important, Hunter,” she explained. “So listen very, very closely. If you don’t follow my instructions step-by-step, the chip could malfunction, which would then cause it to short circuit and fry every neuron in your brain… Whatever you do, don’t get electrocuted. You can get set on fire. You can get the shit beat out of you until you’re bruised and bloodied. You can even swim through raw sewage if you have to. But if you get electrocuted, you’re completely fucked.”  
 
    “I’m definitely not planning on doing that,” I noted.  
 
    “Good.” The brunette nodded, and then she stood up from her chair. “Then you should be all set to go. Let’s head back out to my father.”  
 
    I slid out of the mad scientist dentist’s chair and followed Karla into the main section of the lab.  
 
    The face of Dr. Nash lit up when he saw me in all of my gear, and a huge smile spread across his digital cheeks.  
 
    “Alright, so run me through this mission again,” I prompted. “I go to this other timeline and try to stop Doomsday from happening?”  
 
    “No, no.” Dr. Nash shook his head. “In this dimension, the Doomsday Event has already begun. The bombs have hit, and nuclear mutations are upon them. However, there is still hope for the human race. If a certain factor is removed, of course, the path should right itself.”  
 
    “The crazed humans,” I interjected.  
 
    “That is correct,” the scientist continued. “All simulations I’ve run show if the mutated humans are taken out of the greater Chicago area, the chance of humanity’s survival goes up to ninety percent.”  
 
    “How does that work?” I questioned.  
 
    “I don’t understand the algorithms, Hunter,” the man in the computer noted, “I didn’t build this machine, remember? The Dr. Nash of Dimension One did. And all of the predictions run through this machine so far have been accurate down to a thousandth of a percentile.”  
 
    “Go to Dimension Nine-Fifty-One, figure out a way to eliminate the threat to the timeline, and save the future,” Karla added, “it’s simple.”  
 
    Oh, was that all I had to do? Super simple.  
 
    Now that I was standing here with a chip in my head and hearing my mission one last time, everything started to feel real.  
 
    Even though I was still holding out hope these people were just rich, eccentric crazies who dug a little bit too deep into conspiracy theories, a little voice in the back of my head told me the crap was about to hit the fan.  
 
    Then again, that could have just been the voice Karla literally put into my brain.  
 
    “Are you ready to embark, Wayfarer?” Dr. Nash asked.  
 
    I felt my heart skip a beat.  
 
    “Don’t you want to send me off with anything else?” I chuckled nervously. “I mean, I’m going into the future—” 
 
    “Different dimension,” Karla corrected. 
 
    “Actually,” her AI father corrected. “This one is a few months ahead of our timeline, so future also.” 
 
    “—With literally nothing but the clothes on my back and the chip in my brain?” I continued.  
 
    “Told you we needed a Marine,” Karla sighed.  
 
    “I’m afraid that’s all we can send you with,” Dr. Nash apologized. “For all our scientific breakthroughs, we have yet to figure out how to create organic weaponry or tools that can survive interdimensional travel.”  
 
    “You said you were a survivalist expert.” Karla smacked me on the arm playfully. “I’m sure you’ll be able to figure it out once you get there.”  
 
    “Luckily for you, Hunter, this dimension is very similar to our own,” the face on the screen pointed out. “The cultures, languages, tools, and weaponry will all be familiar to you in Dimension Nine-Fifty-One, so that gives you a bit of an advantage.”  
 
    “Wait… ” I gasped. “There are dimensions that don’t look like our own?”  
 
    Karla and Dr. Nash shared a quick glance. 
 
    “Let’s just start with one of the simpler ones.” Karla cleared her throat.  
 
    The dimension with the nuclear holocaust and mutated virus was one of the simple ones?  
 
    What the hell have I gotten myself into?  
 
    Please, please, please let these people just be bugnuts insane actors.  
 
    “I guess if this is all I can take,” I said as I motioned to myself, “then I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.”  
 
    “Good.” Dr. Nash’s face suddenly changed into a serious expression. “Please step right this way. Just in front of the transport.”  
 
    As I walked toward the machine, the large, retro-futuristic looking guns began to move into position. There was a small box on the floor drawn in chalk, and I was assuming that’s where the doctor wanted me to stand. I placed both my feet squarely at the box’s center, and the guns moved closer and closer until their bulbs were right next to my temples.  
 
    The glass-like material was cold against my skin, and I swore they were radiating some sort of frigid energy waves. My entire body shivered as the cool energy traveled down my spine.  
 
    Then again, I was from Minnesota. A little bit of a chill was nothing compared to our winters.  
 
    Behind me, the IFDR sprang to life with the sound of a nineties-era computer booting up. Gears whirred, monitors flashed, and the whole contraption beeped like crazy. Then there was the sound of charging energy all around my head.  
 
    “Any final questions before we send you off?” Dr. Nash spoke up.  
 
    “Uh, one more… ” I admitted. “How am I going to wipe out an entire group of crazed humans? Is there a way to turn them back to normal or--”  
 
    “You’ll have to figure that one out on your own, Hunter.” Karla shrugged. “If all else fails, you’re an exterminator. Just do your job.” 
 
    “I’m actually a Pest Control Tech--” I began, but my voice was cut off by the sound of electricity as it blasted through my skull.  
 
    For a brief moment, I felt myself convulsing at my very core. Then the world turned white as I was engulfed by the glow of the IFDR’s energy.  
 
    Did--Did they just kill me? Was this Heaven?  
 
    There was no sound and, perhaps even more eerie, there was no sensation anywhere in my body. I just felt… numb.  
 
    Then, as soon as it had disappeared, the world began to fade back into view.  
 
    However, it wasn’t the world I knew.  
 
    All around me were giant piles of rubble, mountains of cement, glass, steel, and an assortment of random objects. Some of the piles were attached to half-destroyed buildings, while I assumed others were the remnants of a whole building themselves.  
 
    I could see the sun high up in the sky, but it was covered by a thick haze of blood-red mist. The air was pungent with an iron-y smell, almost like somebody had melted down a ton of old coins and then released the smog into the air.  
 
    I quickly patted myself down to make sure I was still in one piece, and then I leaned up against a melted beam to stabilize myself.  
 
    The Nashes weren’t crazy after all. Their machine had worked.  
 
    I was in another timeline.  
 
    Hunter, can you hear me? Karla’s voice crackled in my head. Hunter, come in.  
 
    “I hear you loud and clear,” I mumbled. “I’m not gonna lie… I thought you were still pulling my leg all the way until I opened my eyes just now.”  
 
    We told you we were serious, Miss Nash snarked. Now, tell me what you see.  
 
    “Well… ” I looked around cautiously. “It definitely looks like nuclear proliferation. The air smells like iron, and there’s nothing but rubble as far as the eye can see.”  
 
    Wait… Karla’s voice turned serious. Where did the IFDR drop you off?  
 
    Far off in the distance, I could see the crumbling remnants of the Sears Tower, right next to so many of Chicago’s other iconic buildings.  
 
    Or, at least, what was left of them.  
 
    “If I had to guess,” I said as I racked my brain, “I’d say it put me somewhere on the west side of the city.”  
 
    There was silence on the other line.  
 
    It dropped you off inside of the city? Karla was trying to keep her cool, but I could tell by her tone that something was wrong.  
 
    “Well, yeah,” I chuckled. “You said it yourself I was going to Chicago.”  
 
    Hunter, you need to move, now, Karla’s voice warned. We didn’t think it was going to put you smack dab in the middle of the city. The Roosevelt was supposed to drop you off in the suburbs, far away from the danger.  
 
    “Danger?” I gulped. 
 
    Just start heading west, the woman hissed. As inconspicuously as possible.  
 
    At this point, I wasn’t going to argue.  
 
    So, I put my head down and began to head west.  
 
    This whole city, once the sprawling metropolis of the Midwest, was now a freaking ghost town. There was not a single human anywhere in sight, and the closest thing I found to civilization was the remnants of demolished dwellings that now spilled out into the street.  
 
    Coffee shops sat abandoned, their facades completely faded and decaying. Shattered glass littered the street everywhere I went, and I had to take extra precautions to avoid any unstable sewer grates on the sidewalk.  
 
    There were still a few cars parked along the side of the roads, but their owners were long gone. Their paint had been chipped off, windows were broken, and rust threatened to devour their entire exteriors.  
 
    Just how long ago had this Doomsday happened, anyways?  
 
    Then I heard something. The distinct sound of falling rocks.  
 
    I spun around to check my surroundings, but there was nothing there.  
 
    What’s wrong, Hunter? Karla asked through my microchip. You’ve got to keep moving.  
 
    “I just thought I heard something,” I admitted. “But it’s nothing.”  
 
    Hunter… ? the woman’s voice trailed off. Run. Now.  
 
    However, before I could make a move, I heard something swishing through the air, and I immediately ducked down just as an arrow stabbed into the wooden telephone pole five feet in front of me.  
 
    If I hadn’t been so quick, that would have been my damn head.  
 
    I turned around to face my assailant and instantly felt fear overtake my body.  
 
    There, standing at the intersection about one-hundred feet down the road, was a figure.  
 
    A figure that definitely wasn’t human.  
 
    Its skin was a sickly gray tone, and splotches of rough bumps dotted along its bare arms, chest, and legs. Its cranium was about a foot taller than any human’s, with large tumor-like growths budding from all angles. The creature wore some sort of cloth sack as a makeshift tunic, and slime dripped from its gnarly yellow teeth as it snarled in frustration.  
 
    “I thought you said these things were just crazy humans?” I asked Karla.  
 
    They’re not… the woman on the other line warned. They’re mutants. And you’re currently trespassing in their city. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Crazed humans would have been bad enough, but mutants? Like, honest-to-god mutants with boils all over their skin and deformed faces?  
 
    “Any particular reason you didn’t tell me about these things?” I asked Karla through my earpiece.  
 
    We did, the woman shot back. We may have left out some of the more… gritty details, but we also didn’t think you would be coming face-to-face with them so soon.  
 
    “Iktuna!” the mutant’s gargled voice screamed at the top of its lungs, and it pulled another arrow from its quiver.  
 
    I had no idea what he just said, but I wasn’t going to stick around and see what happened next.  
 
    I whipped around and took off at a full sprint down the sidewalk and began to serpentine sporadically back and forth. Thankfully, this guy only had a bow and arrow. As long as I didn’t fall into a predictable pattern, I might just stand a chance of getting out of here alive.  
 
    I ducked around the corner of a crumbling building just as another arrow swished past my position.  
 
    “Iktuna!” the monster growled once more, this time much closer.  
 
    As I ran down the alleyway, I looked for anything that could possibly be used as a weapon or hiding place.  
 
    “Talk to me, Karla,” I panted. “What should I do here? Hide?”  
 
    Hiding would only be a temporary solution, the voice in my head admitted. Even if by some miracle they didn’t find you, there would be a time when you’d have to come out. You can’t complete your mission if you’re stuck in a dumpster for days.  
 
    Fine. Hiding was out of the question.  
 
    “What do you suggest, then?” I questioned as I came to the end of the alley and turned left onto the next street.  
 
    If it were me, I’d try to fight my way out, she said matter-of-factly.  
 
    “Fight?” I chuckled. “I’m a Pest Control Technician. Unless these things can be killed by a can of Exterminix, that’s not exactly an option for me.”  
 
    You asked me for advice, Karla grumbled. Also, I think you doubt your own abilities, survivor-man. You’re going to have to fight eventually, you know…  
 
    “Well, when that time comes, I guess I’ll--” I started, but then my eyes went wide as I saw the mutant come around the corner of a nearby building with his bow at the ready.  
 
    The ugly creature released his string, and I only had seconds to duck as the deadly arrow rocketed toward me. 
 
    I fell down to the ground just as the projectile shot over my head, and as I started to get back to my feet, I realized I had a new problem.  
 
    The mutant was charging straight at me with a dagger in his hand.  
 
    Shitshitshitshit.  
 
    I needed something, anything, to try and keep him away.  
 
    Right next to me was a crumbled building facade, nothing but stony rubble, some shattered glass, and a few metal letters that made up the writing on the building’s front.  
 
    Wait… that might work.  
 
    I leaned over, picked up the metal “o” and “l” from the facade, and held them in my hands like a sword and a shield.  
 
    I took a swing at the mutant with my metal club, but he caught it in his left palm instantly. The makeshift weapon was yanked from my hands and thrown unceremoniously to the side, and all I could do was throw up the metal “o” helplessly.  
 
    The mutant’s dagger struck the metal “o” with a force that knocked me flat on my butt. However, the makeshift shield held up.  
 
    I was still in one piece.  
 
    But not for long.  
 
    The mutant’s blade had pierced through the metal of the “o,” and it now stuck out about a foot from my stomach.  
 
    “Karlaska!” the mutant hissed, and then his mouth contorted into a grotesque grin.  
 
    Now that this guy was up close, I could see just how ugly he really was. What few teeth the mutant had left were rotting out of his mouth, and large drips of drool spilled from the spaces where his pearly whites used to be. His flesh was all cracked and filled with pus, almost like his skin had been turned into a full-body scab.  
 
    His breath was also something else. It reeked of rotting meat with a mixture of tooth decay and a little bit of morning breath thrown in for good measure.  
 
    This guy could be the poster boy for why mouthwash is important.  
 
    The smell itself made my eyes water and nearly brought me to my knees, but I stayed the course.  
 
    At least, until he threw his full weight against me.  
 
    As we both toppled to the ground, I used every ounce of my strength to keep the mutant’s blade from stabbing through my stomach. The muscles in my arm screamed in agony as they absorbed the impact of the fall and yet still held back the hideous creature’s assault.  
 
    The mutant began to gnash his teeth as he tried to use his leverage to drive the knife into my body, and bits of his gnarly spittle sprayed onto my face.  
 
    I would have thrown up if I wasn’t so hopped up on adrenaline.  
 
    Hunter? Karla’s voice crackled in my head. What’s going on? 
 
    “Not know, Karla!” I hissed. “I’m kinda trying not to get stabbed here.”  
 
    “Sliktra Iktuna,” the mutant’s raspy voice wheezed as he pushed harder against the other side of the “o.”  
 
    I couldn’t hold out forever. I could already feel my arms getting rubbery, and soon they’d give out completely. If that happened, I was as good as dead.  
 
    Then, out of the corner of my eye, I could see a pile of rubble was just within my reach.  
 
    I had to make a move, even if it meant risking getting skewered.  
 
    So, in one quick motion, I threw all my strength into my shoulders and shoved as hard as I possibly could.  
 
    The mutant was pushed up onto his feet as I released my grip on the metal “o.” Then, quick as a flash, I reached over and grabbed a chunk of concrete from the heap beside me.  
 
    I swung as hard as I could as I came back around, and there was a wet crunch as the concrete struck flesh.  
 
    The mutant let out a shriek as he crumpled to the ground and writhed in agony. The entire left side of his head was now covered with crimson blood, as was the piece of concrete in my hand. His skull looked like it had been split open, and he was wailing like an animal in a trap.  
 
    Before I could even give it a second thought, I leapt on top of the mutant and slammed the chunk of concrete into his face once more.  
 
    What remained of his teeth sprayed out onto the road along with a deep red mist of blood and saliva.  
 
    I smashed the hard chunk into his head again, and his voice went silent as the concrete broke through the front of his skull.  
 
    The mutant’s body twitched sporadically as his brains oozed out of the newly-created cavern in his head, but I knew the deed was done.  
 
    He was deader than a doornail.  
 
    Hunter? Karla’s voice now sounded concerned. Come in, Hunter!  
 
    “I’m fine,” I panted. “Things looked pretty grim for a second there, but I’m fine now.”  
 
    Did you eliminate the threat? she asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” I admitted, “the mutant’s dead.”  
 
    I knew you had it in you, Miss Nash’s voice chuckled. Now, if I were you, I’d try to loot his body and then be on my way before any more of those things come and find you.  
 
    “Roger that,” I noted as I looked down on the corpse in front of me.  
 
    I may have been playing it cool, but I felt like a fucking mess right now. Sure, I’d killed countless insects and rodents, but this was the first time I’d taken a life that was human. Or, at least, somewhat close to being human.  
 
    What the hell did I even take off this guy? I guess his bow and arrow was kinda nice, but I hadn’t shot one of those since I was at summer camp, all the way back when I was in high school.  
 
    His knife might come in handy, though.  
 
    I was on high alert as I reached down and picked up the blade the mutant had tried to kill me with. Next, I pulled the quiver from his body, and slung it behind my body. Then I slipped my left arm between the string and riser of the bow as I slid it up to rest on my shoulder.  
 
    “Should… should I take his clothes, too?” I asked Karla awkwardly. “That’s really the only other thing he’s got on him. Could I use those as a disguise?”  
 
    It wouldn’t matter, Karla explained. If the mutants look significantly different than regular humans, you’ll stand out like a sore thumb no matter what you do.  
 
    “Then I guess I’m the proud new owner of a bow and arrow.” I shrugged. “Wait… ”  
 
    As I squinted down at the mutant’s waist, I noticed a small black square tucked into the pocket of his tunic. A walkie talkie.  
 
    Now, that could definitely come in handy.  
 
    I plucked the device from his body, clipped it on to my belt, and then began to head west.  
 
    After about ten minutes of walking, the walkie talkie sprung to life.  
 
    “Krag?” a garbled voice demanded. “Wak darm zartram?”  
 
    The sudden sound echoed through the empty streets, and I quickly fumbled at the black box so I could turn it down. The voice turned to a whisper as I twisted the knob, but now I could barely hear over the sound of my own heartbeat.  
 
    “There’s somebody on the other line of this walkie talkie,” I whispered to Karla.  
 
    Of course there is, she oh-so-helpfully pointed out. People generally don’t have walkie talkies unless they intend to communicate with them, Hunter. 
 
    “Really don’t need the sarcasm right now,” I reminded her as I pushed myself up close against one of the nearby buildings.  
 
    Just for safety.  
 
    The mutant you killed was probably on patrol, Karla noted. That would explain why he attacked you and why he had a walkie talkie. That’s probably just his friends checking in on him. 
 
    “Wait, these ugly fuckers are smart?” I gasped. 
 
    Well, smart enough to set up a patrol and use technology to communicate with each other, she sighed.  
 
    Crap.  
 
    “Do I answer?” I questioned.  
 
    Do not answer! Karla hissed. You’re already at a disadvantage here, Hunter. The last thing you want to do is alert them to your presence. Just keep moving and pray they don’t come looking for their friend.  
 
    I couldn’t argue with that.  
 
    Unfortunately, the mutants on the other line weren’t going to let the silence stand.  
 
    “Krag?” the voice asked again.  
 
    I quickened my pace as I continued down the road. How far outside of the city did I need to go? Was this going to be hours of walking? And even when I got outside of the metropolitan area, then what?  
 
    It wasn’t like the mutants were going to go away just because I crossed some magic, invisible barrier that didn’t really exist.  
 
    “What exactly can you see, Karla?” I asked the voice in my head. “Like, are you seeing my visuals, or do you have satellites pointed toward me, or what?”  
 
    Interdimensional satellites? Karla scoffed. Don’t be ridiculous. Those don’t exist.  
 
    “Oh, right,” I snarked.  
 
    It’s somewhat difficult to explain, but you appear on my father’s computer as a blip in the space-time continuum, the voice elaborated. Thankfully, because you’re in a place that is similar to one in our dimension, we are able to overlay a current map of Chicago over the IFDR’s display. Think of it as somewhat of an interdimensional GPS. One where the roads aren’t fully mapped out yet.  
 
    “Have I mentioned this interdimensional travel stuff is confusing?” I chuckled. “Where am I right now, and how far away do you think I need to be before I’m safe from more tall, dumb, and uglies?”  
 
    You’re still near downtown, Karla clarified. You probably won’t be safe until you’re at least out of the Garfield Park area… 
 
    “Is that far?” I sighed. “You’re my eyes above, Karla. You gotta work with me here.”  
 
    There was a brief silence, and I knew the scientist’s daughter was probably biting her tongue.  
 
    It’s still quite a ways away, she finally spoke up. But it’s your only hope. If you stay in the city, my father calculates you’ll be dead by nightfall. 
 
    Oh, how encouraging.  
 
    The mutant voice on the walkie talkie started up once more, and this time it sounded like the ravings of a lunatic.  
 
    “Krag!” the gargling voice screamed. “Venktrak mik!”  
 
    I didn’t know what he was saying, but it was obvious he was pissed.  
 
    It was only a matter of time before that mutant’s friends knew he was dead. I only hoped I had enough of a head-start on them.  
 
    “I can’t believe these things can communicate with each other,” I admitted as I walked. “It even sounds like they’ve got their own language and everything.”  
 
    Not surprising, Karla agreed. If the virus simply caused human beings to develop mutations, it makes perfect sense they’d retain some of their more… human tendencies. They aren’t mindless zombies. That’s another timeline. 
 
    “Cool,” I joked. “If I make it out of this one alive, maybe that can be my next adventure.”  
 
    Next adventure? The woman’s voice was curious. I thought you were only doing this once?  
 
    “Sarcasm,” I explained with a sigh. “Say, I wonder if there’s like, an entire mutant social hierarchy. Like, do they all bow down to a mutant queen, or are there a bunch of different clans? What does the political structure of mutated humans even look like?”  
 
    A good question, Karla chuckled, but we’re going to hope we don’t get you into the position to find out. Just keep moving forward.  
 
    I walked on for another hour as I made sure to stick as close to the buildings as I possibly could. I took back alleys whenever possible, but that only made the trip take even longer.  
 
    The whole time I walked, I wondered what was going on with the mutant I’d killed.  
 
    Had they found him yet? If they had, I would have assumed the whole city would have been on high alert by now.  
 
    My thoughts were suddenly interrupted by a familiar sound.  
 
    Footsteps. Lots of them.  
 
    I scanned my surroundings and saw there was a dumpster just down the alley to my right. I dashed off toward it at the speed of light, hopped up over the edge, and then landed in the pile of trash and rubble inside.  
 
    Something rattled underneath my body when I hit the garbage, and when I looked down, I realized I was lying on a human skeleton. The empty eye sockets stared blindly up at me, and I instantly leaned over and heaved my guts out onto the pile of rotting trash.  
 
    I didn’t know how long ago Doomsday happened in this world, but these bags had to have been sitting in here for years. I didn’t even want to think about what was in here with me.  
 
    Once I finally regained control of my insides, I peeked my head out over the top of the dumpster just in time to see a group of figures march by.  
 
    Mutants.  
 
    There were at least six of them, from my count.  
 
    They all wore the same loosely-tied tunics as the one I’d killed, but they had a much larger variety of weaponry. Some of them held clubs, while others had bows and arrows, and others carried machetes. Even though they were marching in unison, they didn’t have any sort of uniform formation. In fact, they looked just like a street gang from an old-timey gangster movie, waddling around town looking for some poor sap to beat up.  
 
    They passed out of view quickly, and I waited a few minutes before I dared to climb out of the dumpster.  
 
    God, I smelled awful now. As if I wasn’t already worried about getting caught… now there was a chance they could smell me, too.  
 
    “A bunch more mutants just passed by,” I whispered to Karla.  
 
    I’d bet money it was the patrol for this area, she observed. Did they look upset?  
 
    “Well, they were all brandishing their weapons and walking around like they were about to throw down with the Warriors,” I explained. “So yeah, they looked really pissed.” 
 
    Then they’ve found your dead mutant. Karla’s tone was grim. Proceed with caution, Hunter. If you can take any of them out stealthily, that may be the best option.  
 
    “Stealth kills?” I guffawed silently. “I don’t have any sort of training for that.”  
 
    Don’t your survivalist books and shows tell you how to make traps? the voice asked.  
 
    “They do,” I admitted, “but I don’t happen to have any of those with me, now do I?”  
 
    Improvise, Karla sighed. Is there anything around you that can be used as a weapon?  
 
    All around me was debris. Chunks of concrete and steel, shattered glass, random household objects from a time long gone…  
 
    Maybe I could work with this.  
 
    I rummaged through the debris in the alley and found a two-by-four, along with a few pieces of rebar that had been snapped off at the ends.  
 
    Jackpot.  
 
    I balanced the board on the edge of the dumpster and pressed the pointed end of the rebar against it. Then I picked up a chunk of concrete and began to hammer the rebar through, one-by-one. When I’d finally finished, I had the deadliest two-by-four I’d ever seen.  
 
    “Walk me through the process of making a trap, Karla,” I requested politely. “Particularly with a board with nails sticking out of it.”  
 
    That’s easy, she explained. Do you have any sort of rope? Or anything similar? You could set up a simple trip wire…  
 
    I looked around once more. There was a back door to the buildings beside me. Maybe one of them would have what I was looking for?  
 
    “Give me a minute,” I explained as I slunk over to the first door and carefully pulled it open.  
 
    There were no lights on inside, but luckily the entire left wall of the place had been knocked down. The sun shone through the opening and lit up the many desks before me.  
 
    This must have been some sort of office building before Doomsday.  
 
    I spent the next few minutes walking around, opening up the desk drawers. Finally, on the seventh one I checked, I found a small spool of yarn.  
 
    It wasn’t anything near industrial strength, but it would do the trick.  
 
    “Alright,” I whispered as I headed back out into the alley. “I’ve got rope. Now what?” 
 
    Karla walked me through the whole process of stringing up the trap. She explained how I needed to set up the deadly board with a release mechanism that would be activated when somebody stepped through the tensioned string. We eventually settled on using some old rat traps I’d found in the alley for the release mechanism, and it was quite ingenious.  
 
    I tied the yarn taut around two giant hunks of concrete on each side of the alley, picked up the rest of my gear, and headed over to the fire escape. It was rusted out and somewhat unstable, but I was able to make my way up without much of an incident.  
 
    Once I was on the roof of the building, I could finally see just how extensive the damage from the nuclear blast had been.  
 
    The once-sprawling metropolis of Chicago was now nothing but ashes, rubble, and decay. Skyscrapers were missing their entire top halves, overpasses had completely crumbled away, and there was nothing but silence in the air. 
 
    There wasn’t even wind. 
 
    In Chicago.  
 
    It was eerie, to say the least.  
 
    Everything alright? Karla questioned through the microchip.  
 
    “Yeah,” I muttered as I shook it off. “What’s next?”  
 
    Karla walked me through the process of creating the release mechanism and, about ten minutes later, voila.  
 
    I had a working trip-wire trap.  
 
    But that wasn’t going to be enough. Even if one of them were to activate it, the thing would only take out one or two of them at the most.  
 
    I needed something else.  
 
    I had the bow and arrow, but there were still six of them and only one of me.  
 
    Maybe I could take out the archers and then try and run? Then at least I wouldn’t need to worry about getting shot in the back…  
 
    Talk to me, Hunter, Karla demanded. You’re being awfully quiet.  
 
    “What’s a good way to take out a bunch of enemies all at once?” I asked bluntly.  
 
    Something large, usually something that’s beyond the scope of a simple trap, she pondered aloud. Something like an explosion or a rock slide or running them over with a semi or something similar.  
 
    I’d seen a few vehicles on my journey, but I highly doubted any of them still ran. So, smashing the mutants with a semi was pretty much out of the question.  
 
    Then it hit me. I was literally standing in a city of rubble.  
 
    “Crazy question,” I prefaced, “but could I bring a building down on them?”  
 
    In theory, yes, Karla noted. But that would take a lot of firepower, which you don’t have.  
 
    “Wait!” I gasped. “Fire. That’s it!”  
 
    As I began to climb down the fire escape, it all became clear.  
 
    I couldn’t run these guys over or blow them up or even bury them under a pile of rubble.  
 
    But I could set them on fire.  
 
    Sounds like you have a plan? Karla mused.  
 
    “I do,” I chuckled as I planted my feet down on the ground and made my way toward the other side of the alleyway.  
 
    I entered the office building once more, went over to one of the desks, and yanked out the largest drawer. Then I headed back outside, went to the end of the alley, and looked around for mutants.  
 
    The coast seemed to be clear.  
 
    Then, just across the road, I saw the broken facade of an establishment named Pippin’s Pub.  
 
    A bar. That would do perfectly.  
 
    I rushed over to it, shoved open the door, and then stumbled inside the darkened building.  
 
    A few beams of sunlight trickled in through the windows, and all sorts of dust and tiny debris floated through its rays. Many of the tables and chairs had been completely destroyed by fallen brick and steel, and the bar on the far side of the building looked like it was rotting away by the second. The wall behind the bar, where the alcohol was normally stored, had been completely smashed.  
 
    However, I could see there were still a few bottles cluttered around the floor.  
 
    I walked over and began to inspect the debris. Much to my surprise, there were several bottles of alcohol that still contained the glorious nectar.  
 
    I wouldn’t have drank it on a dare, but it would do more than fine as a catalyst for a fire.  
 
    One by one, I started to pop off the lids on the bottles and pour it into the desk drawer. I didn’t discriminate, either, as long as it was over a hundred-twenty proof. Whiskey, tequila, vodka… It all went into the drawer to form a dark, deadly cocktail.  
 
    Once I had enough for my plan to work, I walked back across the street to the alleyway, dumped the alcohol on the ground, and watched as it spread out across the asphalt like the wave of a tsunami.  
 
    Next, I removed the walkie talkie from my belt, turned the volume all the way up, and then placed it smack-dab in the center of the backstreet.  
 
    Finally, I climbed back up the fire escape, sat down on my knees, and waited.  
 
    Are you sure this is going to work? Karla implored.  
 
    “Nope,” I chuckled. “But it beats trying to outrun these guys. My legs will thank me later.”  
 
    I just hope they’ll show before nightfall, the voice sighed. If you’re still out there--  
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” I shrugged. “My chances of survival go down a lot. That’s why I’m just gonna hope this plan works.”  
 
    I sat there for a few more minutes, and then I heard the sound of the walkie talkie down below. The voice on the other end echoed like a clap of thunder, and I was sure anyone within a half a mile could hear it going off.  
 
    Then I heard a gargled cry from just a few blocks away.  
 
    Showtime.  
 
    Not five minutes later, I saw the patrol of mutants dashing toward my position.  
 
    The one at the front of the pack had his own walkie talkie, and he was speaking into it as he ran. His voice echoed through the alley from my end like a beacon of sound guiding the mutant squad back to it.  
 
    When they finally reached the alleyway, the first mutant made a mad dash toward the device.  
 
    However, he found my trip wire first.  
 
    There was a quick “thwip,” and then the rebar-filled board swung down like a trap door being released. The jagged metal struck the mutant directly in the chest and punctured all the way through his body.  
 
    He fell down onto the ground and floundered in pain as blood pooled all around his body.  
 
    The rest of the team suddenly went on high alert as they held their weapons at the ready. The archers began to look upward, and I had to duck down to avoid being seen.  
 
    Beside me was an old beer bottle I’d found in the garbage, filled with alcohol. I’d ripped off a piece of my shirt and stuck it inside as a makeshift wick.  
 
    Come on… Come just a little closer… 
 
    Finally, the remaining five mutants were fully inside the alley.  
 
    I picked up a chunk of concrete in one hand and the steel knife I’d snagged from the mutant in the other.  
 
    This was probably the most inconvenient way I’d ever tried to start a fire, but it was all I had. Usually, you needed pure flint or quartzite to make this work, but the rocky material in my hand was the closest I could find. So, I took a deep breath and then quickly struck the knife against the stone.  
 
    A small spark flew from the impact, but it didn’t ignite.  
 
    Even worse, it made a way louder sound than I’d thought it was going to.  
 
    “Iktuna?” I heard one of the mutants growl three stories below me.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    I struck it again, and nothing.  
 
    Now, I dared to look over the side of the roof. Down in the alley, the mutants were well aware of my presence, and two of them were headed for the fire escape with looks of pure rage plastered on their faces.  
 
    Double shit.  
 
    I rock and steel together again, but the Molotov cocktail didn’t light.  
 
    Come on, you bitch. 
 
    I slammed the two objects together, and this time it created a spark. The tiny speckle of a flame hit the fabric of the t-shirt, glowed, and then began to spread.  
 
    Hallelujah.  
 
    I picked up the bottle, stood to my feet, and looked down at the mutants in the alley below.  
 
    They looked over at me and snarled, and then the archers raised their weapons.  
 
    Too bad they were too late.  
 
    I dropped the Molotov cocktail over the side of the building and watched as the mutants realized what was about to happen.  
 
    They tried to run away, but within seconds, the bottle smashed against the alcohol-covered ground and lit it up like a Christmas tree. The mutants screamed in pain as the flames rose up the sides of the building and completely engulfed them in its deadly embrace, and they continued to scream as they ran out into the streets, where they tried in vain to put themselves out.  
 
    Within seconds, they were all dead.  
 
    “Yes!” I fist-pumped into the air.  
 
    I assume that means it worked? Karla asked.  
 
    Suddenly, I heard the building groan beneath my feet, and I peered over the ledge. The flames were roaring and intense, and they were now rising up the side of the building.  
 
    “Welp,” I sighed, “I probably should have seen that coming.”  
 
    I ran over to the main roof entrance, flung it open, and then dashed down the stairs. Many of them were crumbling away and broken, but I had to keep pushing forward as quickly as I could. I hopped over a few gaps in the stairs and then followed them until I reached the first floor.  
 
    The room was completely filled with a thick, black smoke, so I fell down onto my knees and covered my mouth with my hand. This was the same building that was missing most of its west side, so I was able to find my way out pretty easily before the smoke inhalation overwhelmed me.  
 
    Once I was back outside, I jumped to my feet and took off down the street until I was at a safe distance. Then I turned around and admired my handiwork from afar.  
 
    “Hunter, seven… Mutants, zero,” I chuckled.  
 
    I will admit, Karla mused, I am impressed. Good job, Hunter. Now, don’t get complacent. Those were not the only mutants in the city, you know.  
 
    “Right.” I nodded, even though she couldn’t see me. “At least this gives me some time before--”  
 
    Suddenly, I heard the sound of a vehicle approaching. I ducked behind a larger pile or rubble and then watched as a silver dune buggy with a massive machine gun on its back approached from the south. It was traveling at a breakneck speed, intent on getting to wherever the hell it was going as quickly as possible.  
 
    Then I noticed who was driving.  
 
    It was a human.  
 
    Against my better judgement, I stepped out of my hiding place, walked out onto the road, and waved at the vehicle.  
 
    Its brakes screeched against the road as it slowed down and then rolled to a stop about fifty feet away from me.  
 
    Behind the wheel was a beautiful woman with long, corn-blonde hair. She was wearing green combat pants with dozens of pockets, as well as a denim jacket over a dirty white tank top. The jacket was covered from head to toe with all sorts of colorful patches, and its sleeves had been completely ripped off.  
 
    Manning the machine gun was a burly-looking dude with a black beard that would make ZZ Top jealous. He was wearing a more militaristic uniform, a black helmet, and fatigues meant for urban combat.  
 
    “I told you it was another human,” the blonde woman noted to her friend. “The Rubberfaces don’t just scream out ‘Iktuna!’ for no reason.”  
 
    “Who are you?” I asked as my jaw dropped, and the blonde woman turned back to me and scowled.  
 
    “The people who are about to save your ass,” she scoffed and then nodded to the flames. “Is that your handiwork?”  
 
    “Sure is!” I announced with a large grin.  
 
    “Don’t act so excited,” the woman warned. “Every single mutant in the city is going to see that, and do you know what they’ll do? They’re all gonna come here. And when they do that, we’re all fucked.”  
 
    “I--Uh--” I tried to think of words to say, but nothing was coming out.  
 
    At the same time, there was a faint beeping noise that arose in my ears. It wasn’t very loud, more like the sound of a buzzing mosquito. However, I didn’t have much time to figure out where it was coming from.  
 
    “Just get in.” The blonde nodded to the empty seat beside her. “Quickly, before the entire Rubberface population of this place is on us.”  
 
    Hunter? Karla’s voice asked. What’s happening?  
 
    “I’m not sure,” I admitted as I ran over to the dune buggy, hoisted myself into the seat, and buckled my seatbelt. “All I know is things are about to get a lot more interesting.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    What do you mean, “interesting?” Karla’s voice demanded in my earpiece.  
 
    “You might want to hold on to something,” the woman behind the steering wheel warned.  
 
    Then she slammed her foot down onto the gas pedal, and there was a loud squeal of tires against asphalt as the wheels spun out and shot us off down the road.  
 
    I grabbed onto the sidebar of the dune buggy just as we lurched forward, but I still felt my insides jump back against my spine from the sudden motion. Then the wind suddenly picked up and sent me into a fit of shivering.  
 
    I’d only been to the Windy City a few times in my life, but apparently post-apocalyptic Chicago was just as biting cold as it was in my timeline.  
 
    Hunter? We really need to work on your communication skills, Karla grumbled. I thought you said Pest Control Technicians had to be good at that sorta thing?  
 
    “I am,” I hissed as quietly as I could, “but I’m kinda in the middle of a dune buggy going over one-hundred right now, surrounded by two people I don’t even know.”  
 
    So, you have made contact with other humans? Karla sounded relieved. Thank the stars. I was worried you wouldn’t make it out of the city on your own.  
 
    “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I grumbled.  
 
    “Excuse me?” the blonde woman spoke up.  
 
    “Oh, nothing,” I chuckled. “Just thanks for saving my ass, that’s all.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t thank me yet,” she stated without even looking over. “We’re far from being out of the woods.”  
 
    “What are you talking about?” I questioned. “I thought I just killed all the mutants in this area?”  
 
    Both the woman and the man in the dune buggy shot me a look of disbelief. It was a look I’d seen many times before, usually from middle-aged women who thought they knew how to do my job better than me.  
 
    It was the look of “is this guy serious?”  
 
    “Do--Do you have any idea where you are?” the woman in the denim jacket asked as we whipped around a corner.  
 
    “Chicago, right?” I retorted.  
 
    “This land hasn’t been called that since I was a little girl,” the woman explained as she raised an eyebrow. “That was what my parents always referred to it as, but those of us in the Nuclear Generation know it as ‘The Fallen Lands.’”  
 
    “Or ‘Mutantopolis,’” the man on the gun interjected over the sound of the rushing wind. “I’ll give you three guesses why we call it that.”  
 
    I didn’t even need one. Dr. Nash and Karla had mentioned this was the hotbed of mutant activity, and the name only solidified my hunch that I was smack-dab in the heart of their territory.  
 
    “You killed a small patrol,” the short-haired blonde woman went on, “but the Fallen Lands act as the home of every Rubberface in the greater Smoulder.”  
 
    “Uh, I’m not from here… ” I admitted. “What exactly is the Smoulder?”  
 
    The blonde woman rolled her eyes.  
 
    “How old are you, exactly?” she grumbled. “You look like you’re the same age as me, but you keep talking like you’re eighty years old. The Smoulder is what the old fogeys would have called ‘The Midwest.’”  
 
    Uff-dah. Dr. Nash and Karla had mentioned this was a hotbed of the mutant activity, but every single mutant in the Midwest?  
 
    That was a lot. And apparently I had just lit the beacon that would call them to our position.  
 
    “Why would they come after a giant fire like that?” I asked. “Doesn’t that kind of thing happen all the time around here, with lightning hitting abandoned buildings and debris and all that?”  
 
    “Is this guy for real, Natalie?” the man sighed. “Or did we fall into a bed of Radon’s Bane?”  
 
    “Please,” the woman, Natalie, chuckled. “If we’d fallen into Radon’s Bane, we’d both be writhing around in a radiation-induced coma right now. I don’t know what kind of visions we’d be having, but it certainly wouldn’t be this guy.”  
 
    I didn’t know whether to be offended or not. Mostly because I had no idea what they were talking about.  
 
    “So… ” I began, but Natalie cut me off with a wave of her hand.  
 
    “I don’t know where you come from,” she noted, “but it’s becoming more and more obvious you don’t know much about the Fallen Lands. Or the Rubberfaces. Or, well, anything, for that matter. Mutants are like moths. They’re attracted to large, glowing objects, mostly because it reminds them of the radiation that birthed them. And you put on quite the explosion back there. I wouldn’t be surprised if--Shit!”  
 
    As we came around another corner, Natalie slammed on the breaks, and I thought my seatbelt was going to be ripped straight out of my body.  
 
    Before us were a large group of mutants, lumbering right toward us like a horde of mindless zombies. Unfortunately, though, these things were anything but mindless.  
 
    “Iktunar!” one of them cried out as they pointed.  
 
    Unlike the patrol I’d encountered before, several of these hideous creatures were carrying guns. As they took aim at us, Natalie put the dune buggy in reverse, turned it around in a flash, and then jetted off in the opposite direction.  
 
    Gunshots rang out behind us as we drove, and the woman in the driver’s seat began to swerve like mad. At the same time, the man in the back flipped the large machine gun around so it was facing our rear and opened fire.  
 
    The entire vehicle shook from the recoil of the weapon as he fired round after deadly round into the crowd behind us.  
 
    When I finally had the courage to glance back over my shoulder, I saw the road was littered with the bodies of dead mutants. However, there were still hundreds of them left, and they were charging straight at us with a crazed look in their eyes.  
 
    “Make sure not to waste any bullets!” Natalie called back to the man. “The last thing we need is for these bastards to get a hold of live fifty-cals.”  
 
    Hunter, are you still with us? Karla asked.  
 
    “Yeah, still here,” I announced. “These mutant freaks are chasing the car.”  
 
    “I know that!” Natalie growled as she skidded around a corner. “Thank you, Captain Obvious. I’m doing my best to get us the fuck out of here.”  
 
    “No, I just--” I started, but then I cut myself off.  
 
    The less questions these people had about the voice in my head, the better.  
 
    Plus, there it was again… That damned buzzing sound. I curbed the urge to rub at my ears, but I couldn’t help but wonder if my chip implant was somehow on the fritz.  
 
    We drove another mile or so without incident. Then, up ahead, I saw a large drawbridge that had been left in the “up” position.  
 
    “Hang on, guys!” Natalie grimaced as she straightened the wheel and slammed down on the gas pedal. “These Rubberfaces haven’t figured out how to cross the river yet, so once we get over that thing, we’ll be home free.”  
 
    Over my shoulder, I saw the large mob of mutants were now far behind us. They still fired their guns haphazardly, but I figured we were too far away now for their shots to be accurate.  
 
    We rocketed toward the makeshift ramp, hit a small bump as we hit the incline, and then made our way up the bridge at the speed of sound. Natalie pushed down onto the pedal as hard as humanly possible as she tightened her grip on the wheel. 
 
    Then we hit the edge of the ramp and went airborne.  
 
    My stomach fell into my ass as the ground disappeared underneath us and our fates were left to the cruel mistress of gravity. My heart hammered through my chest as I looked out and saw nothing in front of us aside from the crimson red sky. When the front of the vehicle finally turned back down toward the ground, I felt my fluttering heart jump into my throat.  
 
    In front of us, down at the foot of the drawbridge, was another large group of mutants.  
 
    “Fuckfuckfuckfuck!” Natalie cried as we plummeted.  
 
    It felt like we were moving in slow motion as the tires approached the rusty metal of the other side of the bridge.  
 
    A few of the mutants down below raised their rifles, took aim, and fired, and shots rang out across the landscape as dozens of bullets headed straight toward us.  
 
    The second we touched the ground, Natalie whipped the steering wheel to the left to avoid the incoming hailstorm. Our dune buggy went up onto two wheels for a second, and I held on for dear life as the inertia threatened to throw me from the vehicle.  
 
    There was a loud bang, and we suddenly began to lurch and swerve in all directions.  
 
    Natalie tried to regain control, but it was no use.  
 
    Our dune buggy flipped over and rolled toward the crowd of mutants like a metal ball. There was a sickening crunch when we hit the horde head-on, and I felt all sorts of warm liquid spray onto my face as their bodies were squished underneath the roll cage. Thankfully, the buggy flipped up onto its wheels and then came to a stop on all fours.  
 
    I quickly took in my surroundings before the remaining mutants had a chance to reorient themselves.  
 
    My clothes were soaked with blood, and I could feel bits of the warm, viscous red liquid on my face. Natalie was still in front of the driver’s seat, but she was groggy and disoriented.  
 
    At least our seatbelts worked.  
 
    “I don’t know if she should be driving,” I told the man as I turned around. “Do you think you could--”  
 
    Then I realized our gunner was gone. Unlike Natalie and I, he didn’t have the luxury of a seatbelt to keep him in place.  
 
    I could see his mangled corpse laying just a few dozen feet behind us, laying in a heap on the ground and trailed by a skid mark of blood and brain matter.  
 
    Poor guy.  
 
    However, I didn’t have long to mourn. The mutants were still in shock from watching several of their brethren being pulverized by the vehicle, but that would soon subside.  
 
    And once it did, they were going to be fuming mad.  
 
    I needed to think fast. I could maybe drive this dune buggy, but I had no idea where I was going. Also, I didn’t want to just leave Natalie behind. She did save my life, after all.  
 
    Then I looked up at the machine gun.  
 
    That was my only shot.  
 
    “Karla?” I asked the disembodied voice in my head. “How much experience do you have with big-ass machine guns?”  
 
    Lots, Miss Nash noted. Please don’t tell me you’re going to try and fire one. Those things take hours of practice to master.  
 
    “Well, I don’t have hours,” I stated as I unfastened my seatbelt. “I’ve only got a few seconds before these ugly hotdishes tear us apart.”  
 
    Well, in that case… I suppose you just aim at your target and then squeeze the trigger, the voice in my head mused.  
 
    “Now’s not the time for sarcasm!” I hissed as I stood up.  
 
    I’m not being sarcastic! Karla shot back.  
 
    I threw my leg over the passenger seat, hoisted myself up onto the small gunner’s platform, and grabbed both handles on the machine gun. Then I aimed at the crowd of mutants.  
 
    But there was no trigger I could see.  
 
    “Uh… Where is the trigger for this thing?” I demanded.  
 
    You see that large v-shaped thing in between the two handles? she asked.  
 
    Sure enough, there it was.  
 
    “Yeah,” I confirmed as I looked down at the mechanism.  
 
    Grab onto the handles, take aim, and then use both your thumbs to press that down, Karla commanded. And then hold on, because those things pack a hell of a wallop. 
 
    There were mangled mutant bodies all over the ground. Several of them had their skulls shattered, and gray matter was oozing out around them. Others simply had been crippled by the rollover, and they struggled to stand back up on their crushed legs or aim with their broken arms.  
 
    About twenty or so were still in perfect health, and they were beginning to realize their enemies hadn’t all been killed.  
 
    I had to act now.  
 
    So, I took aim at the center of the horde and pressed down on the trigger mechanism.  
 
    Click.  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    “Uh, Karla?” I chuckled awkwardly. “Nothing’s happening!”  
 
    It’s probably not loaded, she explained. Are there any ammo belts laying around?  
 
    I looked down to my left and saw there was a large box with a giant string of bullets dangling down from its side.  
 
    I wasn’t one hundred percent sure this was the right thing, but I’d played enough video games to know an ammo box when I saw it. So, I reached down and grabbed the end of the string.  
 
    “Iktunar!” one of the mutants suddenly snarled.  
 
    There was a sudden whooshing sound, and then an arrow stabbed into the passenger seat of the dune buggy, right next to my left leg.  
 
    I gasped in a panic and dropped the end of the ammo belt. It hit the floor of the vehicle with a metallic clang, and I instantly went down to grab it. As I did so, I heard a gunshot ring out and then a lightning-fast swish above me where I’d just been standing.  
 
    My hands were trembling as I snatched up the end of the ammo belt once more. If I didn’t get it right this time, I was dead. We’d both be dead.  
 
    I fumbled around at the opening in the side of the machine gun as another bullet zipped past my head. Out of my peripheral vision I could see the mob was now approaching our vehicle, and that only made me panic even more.  
 
    Oh, god. This was a nightmare.  
 
    And it was only going to get worse here in a second.  
 
    Hunter? Karla asked.  
 
    I didn’t answer. I needed to focus all my attention on getting this thing locked and loaded.  
 
    “Iktunar!” the crowd now chanted in unison. “Skok em Iktunar!”  
 
    Finally, my sweaty fingers found the spot where the bullets went in.  
 
    “Got it!” I exclaimed.  
 
    Good, Karla noted. Now, push down the lever and pull back the charging handle on the right.  
 
    I quickly stood up, pushed down the lever on the side of the gun, yanked back the only thing that could be the charging handle, and grabbed the grips of the machine gun.  
 
    The crowd of mutants were now only a few dozen feet away, and they were readying their weapons once more.  
 
    I took aim and pressed down on the trigger. The kick of the gun was intense, so I had to hold on for dear life to keep myself upright and on target.  
 
    The first mutant’s legs exploded like a pigeon being hit by a fastball, and he screamed as he fell onto the ground.  
 
    I pulled the gun slightly upward and then watched as the bullets cut the second mutant in half at the waist.  
 
    Two more of the ugly bastards went down before the rest of the crowd scattered. Even then, the entire right side of the group was doomed.  
 
    The bullets cut through the mutants as they tried to run. Some of their heads popped like gore-filled balloons, while others were turned into bloody swiss cheese from behind.  
 
    When I finally let up, the entire right side of the crowd had been decimated.  
 
    However, the mutants on the left were still alive and well and ready for retaliation.  
 
    “Johnny?” Natalie groaned from the front of the vehicle.  
 
    “Hunter,” I corrected, “and I’m glad to see you’re awake. We need to get out of here, now.”  
 
    “W-Where’s Johnny?” Natalie asked again, this time more coherent.  
 
    Oh, no… Johnny must have been our gunner.  
 
    I aimed at the closest mutant on my left just as he raised his rifle and then tore him to bits before he could get off his shot.  
 
    “Johnny’s gone,” I said matter-of-factly. “And we’re going to join him if we don’t get out of here soon.”  
 
    Natalie went silent.  
 
    I couldn’t tell if she was trying to figure a way out of the situation, or if she was simply mourning her dead partner. In all reality, it was probably a little bit of both.  
 
    “The front right tire is flat,” she finally spoke up, and her voice cracked a little. “And it looks like a lot of the body is dented. But it will still drive, as long as you can shoot.”  
 
    “I’ll do my best,” I admitted as I turned the machine gun toward a nearby mutant.  
 
    The ugly bastard had his bow and arrow already pulled back, and he released it haphazardly as his body was torn to shreds by the hailstorm of bullets.  
 
    I ducked out of the way just in time before the arrow swished past my head, and then I turned the gun onto the small crowd of mutants just off to the left.  
 
    I could just barely hear the engine of the dune buggy turning over as I cut the mutants down, and then I heard Natalie let out a long slew of swear words.  
 
    Finally, she turned the engine over once more, and it roared to life.  
 
    “Hold on!” she exclaimed. “This ride’s gonna be much more bumpy than last time!”  
 
    Before I had a chance to brace myself, the dune buggy lurched forward. The barrel of my gun jerked downward, which resulted in a large line of battered asphalt all the way to the back of the vehicle. When I finally got the machine gun back under control, we were high-tailing it out of there.  
 
    A few more mutants took shots at us, but their bullets missed by a mile.  
 
    I let off the trigger and took a deep sigh as we continued onward. As we drove, I suddenly began to recognize where we were. This was The Loop. Why were we going deeper into the city?  
 
    Hunter? Karla’s voice spoke up in my head. Why are you going east? I thought I told you to get out of the city?  
 
    “I don’t really have a choice in the matter,” I admitted. “This is where Natalie is taking us, and I trust she knows this place better than any of us.”  
 
    I hope you’re right, Miss Nash noted. 
 
    “She said there weren’t any mutants on this side of the river,” I explained.  
 
    Was that before or after you encountered mutants on the other side of the bridge? she snorted.  
 
    “I know that’s what I said!” Natalie growled from the front seat. “Up until today, there hadn’t been any. Also, why do you keep referring to me like you’re talking to somebody else? I have a name, you know.”  
 
    “I know, I know,” I sighed. “I was just talking to myself, and I’m a little on edge, you know?”  
 
    “You’re on edge?” the blonde woman scoffed as we thumped down Monroe Street. “We just lost the only member of the Scavengers who was in my age group! Now, if I want to find a mate, I’m completely fucked.”  
 
    “I-I’m sorry,” I apologized. “It was just a freak accident--”  
 
    “An accident that wouldn’t have happened if we hadn’t gone back for your sorry ass!” Natalie spat with a trembling voice. “My strong Carr bloodline is going to die off… all for some random stranger.”  
 
    I wanted to argue with the woman, to tell her it wasn’t my fault, and how the mutants would have been back there waiting for them, even if I wasn’t there.  
 
    But I could see Natalie was already in pain, and I didn’t want to burden her any further.  
 
    Instead, I just turned back to the gun and scanned our surroundings for any enemies. Thankfully, it seemed like we had escaped the horde, and the rest of the trip was fairly uneventful.  
 
    Finally, Natalie spoke up.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she sighed. “That was a little harsh. It wasn’t your fault Johnny’s dead. If anything, it was mine for not checking for Rubberfaces before I made the jump.”  
 
    “You couldn’t have known,” I explained. “You said they’d never gotten to the other side of the river before.”  
 
    “Still,” Natalie mumbled, “I should have been more careful. I don’t know where you come from, but you don’t survive in the Fallen Lands very long by being careless, and I was careless.”  
 
    I saw we were now headed straight toward the shore of Lake Michigan, more specifically right toward a large white boat.  
 
    The thing had to be at least fifty feet wide, probably an adaptation of an old vessel that used to run on these waters. On the side, in big blue lettering, were the words “Lake Express,” and its front was split out into two points like an oversized hydroplane boat. Most peculiar of all was the back, which was parked up to a large pier whose end led straight up onto the deck. There, on the ship itself, sat a giant opening with another dune buggy parked inside.  
 
    Natalie pulled us up onto the pier, where there were two men with shotguns waiting for us. They were wearing matching uniforms made up of dark torn jeans, black combat boots, and washed-out, sleeveless denim jackets over dirty white shirts. Both of the guys were wearing dark persol-style sunglasses whose lenses reflected a maroon shine. In fact, the only differentiating feature between these two men were their build and their haircuts.  
 
    One of the guards had a short purple mohawk with shaved sides, while the other one had a grungy, Kurt Cobain-inspired look. The one with the mohawk was noticeably stockier than the other, and both men appeared to be in the late thirties.  
 
    Was I really in another timeline, or had I just been transported into a Thirty Seconds to Mars music video?  
 
    We rolled to a stop just before we got onto the boat, and the guards approached with stern looks on their faces.  
 
    “Who’s this guy, Natalie?” the man with the mohawk demanded. “And where’s Johnny?”  
 
    “Johnny’s dead,” the woman beside me said calmly. “And this is… Well, I never actually got his name--”  
 
    “Hunter,” I introduced myself. “My name is Hunter.”  
 
    “Right,” Natalie continued. “Hunter here was attacked by a bunch of Rubberfaces back on the west side. We tried to get him out, and Johnny didn’t make it.”  
 
    “Damn,” the burlier man sighed through a thick Australian accent and then raised his fist up into the air. “RIP, brother. Scavenger forever.”  
 
    Natalie and the second guard mimicked his motions somberly.  
 
    “Scavenger forever,” they both sighed.  
 
    “So, this bloke here,” the Cobain-esque guard said as he nodded toward me, “he’s clean?”  
 
    “I mean, I’ve got blood all over me, but--” I began, but Natalie cut me off.  
 
    “He’s not infected,” she confirmed.  
 
    “How do you know?” the mohawked guard questioned. “We haven’t seen another untainted human in the Fallen Lands in years. Now this dude just shows up, smack-dab in the middle of Rubberface territory? That seems a little fishy to me… ”  
 
    “Where are you from, mate?” the first man asked.  
 
    “Uh, Minnesota?” I shrugged, but then realized I needed to elaborate. “That part of the… Smoulder, I think you call it? The part of the Smoulder that’s up by Lake Superior. Right under Canada.”  
 
    “You’ve picked up a strange one, Natalie,” the guard with the long hair mused. “Who still calls the Tundra ‘Minnesota?’”  
 
    “This guy, apparently,” Natalie laughed. “Now, can we come aboard? I don’t want any more Rubberfaces following us.”  
 
    Suddenly, both guards stood up straight and went for their guns.  
 
    “Were you followed?” the mohawked man asked as he scanned the horizon.  
 
    “No, but I’ve got some bad news for you… ” the blonde woman sighed. “There were Rubberfaces on this side of the river. They’re the ones who killed Johnny.”  
 
    “Then you’d best climb aboard.” The second man nodded. “Charlie and Regina are back, so we should be good to go. We need to let Marcus know about this problem as soon as possible.”  
 
    Both of the men stepped back onto the boat and motioned us forward, and then Natalie drove the dune buggy up into the open mouth of the large boat. She rolled it into the spot next to the other dune buggy and killed the ignition before she undid her seatbelt and got out of the vehicle.  
 
    I followed her lead, and then I heard the deep sound of the boat’s horn ring out into the air.  
 
    The vessel’s motors sprang to life and rumbled for a second before the entire boat started forward. Within a few seconds, the pier we had driven up on pulled away from the back of the craft, and we were out on open water.  
 
    “I hear it used to be a beautiful view, mate,” the long-haired guard whistled as he walked up next to me and then holstered his shotgun on his back. “Before Doomsday, that is.”  
 
    “It was,” I admitted. “I’d seen it before.”  
 
    Careful, Hunter, Karla’s voice warned. We don’t know who these people are yet. Telling them you’re from another timeline may not be the best course of action.  
 
    “You’ve seen it?” the man asked in disbelief. “How’s that possible? You’re younger ‘an I am, and I was just a little bloke when this all went down.”  
 
    “Pictures,” I lied. “My parents came here when it was still standing and took a bunch of pictures.”  
 
    “Damn shame,” the guard sighed. “I really wish I coulda seen the world before it was blown to Hell and back. The name’s William, by the way.”  
 
    “Hunter,” I reminded him.  
 
    I stuck out my hand to shake, but he simply chuckled.  
 
    “You really are from another part ‘a town, aren’t ya?” he laughed. “Did they not have the virus up in the Tundra?”  
 
    “Probably not,” Natalie interjected. “It was on the very edge of the blast zone, and the super-cold atmosphere kills the virus, remember? I’m sure it was completely decimated before it even got started up there.”  
 
    “If the virus is killed by the cold, then why are there so many mutants here?” I questioned. “Doesn’t it get to be like, in the negatives during winter?”  
 
    “During winter, yes,” she explained, “but my parents always said we barely got a winter during that first year after Doomsday. The entire Smoulder was hit hard, but the Fallen Lands were the ones who got it the worst.”  
 
    “Ninety percent of the population,” the mohawked guard sighed as he joined in on the conversation. “Every one of my family members, turned into a Rubberface right in front of my eyes… ”  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I tried to be sympathetic. “That couldn’t have been easy for you.”  
 
    “It wasn’t,” he admitted, and then he changed to a faux happy tone. “But at least I escaped the madness and found my Scavenger brothers and sisters. There was a silver lining to all of this, I suppose.”  
 
    “What is it like up in the Tundra?” Natalie asked suddenly. “We Scavengers have heard many rumors, but we’ve never actually met anyone from so far away. Have you ever seen an Atomoose? Do your people really live in igloos, far away from the cities of old?”  
 
    Just play along, Karla interrupted. They won’t know if you’re lying, anyways.  
 
    “Uh… Yes!” I nodded. “Atomooses are our main food source up in Minnes--er, the Tundra.”  
 
    “Howda eat those things without getting radioactive bellies, mate?” William asked. 
 
    “Very carefully,” I joked, even though I had no idea what the Hell I was talking about.  
 
    “I dunno how you live like that.” The man with the mohawk shook his head. “This is the only life I’d ever want. Me, out here at sea with my friends… Scavenging what’s left from the cities of old… ”  
 
    “Now, now, Harrison.” Natalie clicked her tongue. “The Scavenger life is certainly not for everybody. As we were reminded today, it is a life filled with danger, heartbreak, and loss.”  
 
    “But the rewards, though,” Harrison snickered. “I doubt anyone up in the Tundra or out in the Glowing Mountains can say they have the stuff we’ve got.”  
 
    “My geography is really, really bad,” I lied. “Can you remind me again what the ‘Glowing Mountains’ are?”  
 
    “Oof, this bloke,” William chuckled and slapped me on the shoulder. “I guess I need ta give him a full geography lesson.”  
 
    “It’s not his fault,” Natalie reminded the man. “He’s been out in the freezing cold Tundra his entire life.”  
 
    “Ya might wanna take a seat,” the long-haired man mused as he leaned back on one of the boat’s rails. “This is gonna take a while… So, where do ya want me to start?”  
 
    “The beginning, I guess.” I shrugged. “Of Doomsday, of course.”  
 
    “If ya insist… ” William nodded. “Well, as ya probably already know, that old city back there used to be Chicago, the pinnacle of this whole region of the country. That’s probably why it was targeted for an attack.”  
 
    “An attack by who?” I questioned. “Terrorists? Foreign enemies?”  
 
    “Fuck if I know,” the man chuckled. “All I know is this place was hit hard, along with a bunch of other key cities across the USA. I’m tryin’ ta remember the names of all of ‘em… I know the capital was hit, for sure.”  
 
    “The District, as it’s known now,” Natalie confirmed.  
 
    “Right, the District.” William nodded. “They were hit, as was some big fancy city out on the west coast and another one on the east. I can’t remember their names.”  
 
    “Los Angeles and New York?” I suggested.  
 
    “Those are the ones!” William proclaimed as he clapped his hands together. “Not bad for a Tundra dweller. There were a few more around the country, and then we retaliated with everything we had. Now, all the world’s in the same boat as us here. Not literally, of course.”  
 
    Wow… So the world really had gone to shit in this timeline.  
 
    “The fallout from the blasts collapsed all society as we knew it,” Harrison added. “Crops didn’t grow like they used to… Major urban centers were wiped off the face of the map… that’s when we all got divided up into the new ‘territories.’ That’s one thing I remember clear as day.”  
 
    “The Glowing Mountains to the far west,” William elaborated. “The Fallen Lands and Smoulder in the center, the Floodland to the south, the Tundra to the north, the District in the east, and Texas all the way at the bottom.”  
 
    I tried to contain my amusement. Of course Texas was still its own thing.  
 
    “What about the mutants?” I continued. “What did you call them again?”  
 
    “Rubberfaces,” Natalie said somberly.  
 
    “Right, the Rubberfaces,” I noted. “What’s the deal with them? We don’t really have any out in the Tundra.”  
 
    “That’s ‘cause they all converged on this place ‘ere,” William continued. “Right after Doomsday, the radiation at each of the blast sites was sky high. And those little buggers love some radiation.”  
 
    “Like I told you before,” Natalie interrupted, “every Rubberface for five-hundred miles is here in the Fallen Lands, just as I’m sure all the Rubberfaces out in the District or in the Glowing Mountains are huddled up in the blast sites there.”  
 
    Suddenly, the distant beeping in my head began once more.  
 
    “That’s… a lot to take in,” I admitted as I leaned up against the dune buggy and rubbed at my temples. “If this is, like, ground zero for the nuclear blast, how are you all not dying of radiation poisoning? And why haven’t you become Rubberfaces yourself?”  
 
    “I wish I knew, mate.” William shrugged. “The virus is strange that way. There was a certain percentage of the population that just… wasn’t affected by it, even after we were exposed.”  
 
    “That’s how I knew you were clean,” Natalie interjected. “If the virus had an effect on you, we wouldn’t have found a human when we came to investigate.”  
 
    “You sure?” I gasped. “Should I wear a mask or something? Because I really don’t want--”  
 
    “Trust me, Hunter.” The blonde woman shook her head. “If you had the virus, you’d be on your knees right now, tearing off chunks of flesh with your bare hands and vomiting up blood. You’re clean.”  
 
    “As far as the radiation,” Harrison spoke up, “it’s not a problem anymore. I mean, I’m no scientist, but everybody knows the radiation goes away after a few decades or so. Once that happened, this place became a Scavenger paradise!”  
 
    That sounded unlikely… Then again, Hiroshima and Nagasaki were both fully-functioning cities today.  
 
    I’d have to ask Karla about that later.  
 
    “So, that’s what you guys do, huh?” I questioned. “You go around to the destroyed cities and loot what you can?”  
 
    “Ya make us sound like criminals when ya put it like that,” William chuckled. “We ain’t takin’ nothing anybody’s gonna want, anyways. If ya haven’t noticed, this place has kinda been abandoned for a long time now. Rubberfaces don’t really make good neighbors, ya know?”  
 
    “What about the rest of society?” I couldn’t help but ask. “Like, we all live in igloos and you guys are obviously pirates… but what about everybody else?”  
 
    “There’s not much to it,” Natalie grumbled. “The ‘President’ still sends out radio broadcasts every now and again, but nobody sees him as an authority figure anymore. It’s every man and woman for themselves out here.”  
 
    “And this Marcus… He’s your leader?”  
 
    “You’ll meet him soon enough, mate.” William slapped me playfully on the shoulder. “Who knows? Maybe if he likes you he’ll make ya an honorary Scavenger.”  
 
    The sun was just setting on the horizon of Lake Michigan. The dark waves beckoned off in the distance, blanketed by crimson light as they sloshed to and fro. The outline of the Windy City skyline could still be seen off to the west. Or, at least, what was left of it.  
 
    It may have been the apocalypse, but damn it was beautiful.  
 
     Natalie sauntered over to the side of the boat, sat down with her legs dangling over the ledge, and stared off at the sunset.  
 
    “See?” she mused. “This sort of a view makes the whole ‘fighting deranged mutants’ thing worth it. I bet you don’t get that in the Tundra.”  
 
    “No, no, we don’t,” I admitted as I walked over and sat down beside her. The buzzing in my head was getting worse, but I tried to ignore it as I faced the female Scavenger. 
 
    Now that I was up close and not in a constant state of danger, I could see Natalie’s features much more clearly.  
 
    The woman’s hair was wild and long as it hung just below her shoulders, and it was combed over to one side in a sort of mohawk-esque style that left the entire right side of her face exposed.  
 
    Her eyes were a deep azure, a perfect compliment to her luscious red lips that sat atop her cute white smile. The Scavenger had cheekbones just about any model in my dimension would have killed for, all leading down to a pointed chin.  
 
    Even through her combat clothing, I could tell Natalie’s body was very fit and lean, with a pair of small, perky breasts and a perfect hourglass form.  
 
    I guess that shouldn’t have come as a surprise. She had to be pretty fit if her entire life consisted of exploring fallen cities and fighting off killer mutants.  
 
    There was silence for a few short moments, but then William spoke up.  
 
    “Welp, I dunno about you guys, but I’m starvin,” he chuckled. “Ya wanna get some grub, Harrison?”  
 
    “I thought you’d never ask!” the other guard said heartily. “I wonder what it’ll be tonight, roasted rat, or cockroach stew?”  
 
    My insides churned at the thought.  
 
    The two men walked away toward the main deck of the boat, and Natalie and I were left alone to soak in the sunset.  
 
    Now, the beeping in my head grew a bit louder. Though it still wasn’t much more than a slight buzz.  
 
    “You aren’t going to join them?” I asked curiously.  
 
    “I’m not really feeling cockroach stew tonight,” she sighed and hung her head.  
 
    “Is this… Is this about Johnny?” I prompted. “Because I’m really sorry about what happened to him.”  
 
    “Yes and no,” Natalie admitted. “Yes, I’m sad Johnny is dead. He was one of my Scavenger brothers, and I loved him like a brother.”  
 
    “That’s not what it sounded like back there,” I reminded her. “You said something about mating with him… ”  
 
    Natalie glanced over at me with a stern look on her face, almost as if she were expecting me to be joking.  
 
    “We were not romantically involved, if that’s what you’re getting at,” she reassured me. “He didn’t make my insides spin when I looked at him, you know?” 
 
    “Yeah, I get it.” 
 
    “But he was the only human male in the Scavengers who is my age,” she continued. “By default, we would have ended up together, and he was a good one.”  
 
    “Why’s that?” I raised an eyebrow. “Do the Scavengers do arranged marriages or something like that?”  
 
    “It’s against our traditions to mate outside your age range,” Natalie explained. “We believe that, to create the strongest offspring possible, you must create a child when you are at your physical peak.”  
 
    “I guess I’m confused… ” I admitted. “You’re what? In your twenties? Are there really no other men in the group who fall into that category?”  
 
    “Not anymore,” the blonde woman sighed. “We’ve been losing people left and right lately, mostly because the Rubberfaces are becoming more and more sentient by the day.”  
 
    “Wait, they weren’t always sentient?” 
 
    “Not from what I’ve been told,” Natalie explained and shook her head. “Apparently, when this all went down, they were little more than mindless, crazed zombies who moved around without rhyme or reason. Since I’ve been of fighting age, however, they’ve at least been able to band together and do simple tasks like use weapons, patrol territory, and communicate verbally.”  
 
    “Iktuna,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Their word for ‘human,’” Natalie warned. “I’m way too familiar with it. But today was something else… This is the first time they’ve ever been able to get across the river. The Scavengers made sure to blow up all the roads that would have let them cross, other than the bridge we went over. But they somehow managed to find their way to the other side… ”  
 
    “Which means they’ve probably figured out how to use vehicles.” I nodded. “At least boats. That, or they finally figured out how to do the backstroke.”  
 
    Natalie let out a slight chuckle, but then she instantly went back to being stern.  
 
    “It’s worse than that, Hunter,” she clarified. “They not only got across, but they also knew exactly where we’d be, and they waited for us. I’ve never seen them have the deposition to plan out an ambush like that. Ever.”  
 
    I wanted to put my arm around the woman and try to comfort her, but I was getting the vibe that maybe this wasn’t the best idea. I wanted to let her know it would all be good in the end, and I was here to save her and her people by eliminating the mutant threat.  
 
    Again, that probably wasn’t the smartest idea.  
 
    Also, I had no clue how I was going to do that. 
 
    So, I did what any trained PCT would do when they didn’t know something… I changed the topic.  
 
    “I gotta ask,” I said as I motioned to the ship, “what’s up with this boat? I’ve never seen anything like it before.”  
 
    “This thing?” Natalie perked up a bit. “We call it the Scavenger’s Revenge. But it was some sort of commercial vessel before Doomsday. A transport for some sort of special traveler my mother liked to call ‘tourists?’”  
 
    That made perfect sense. This was one of those ferry boats where people could park their cars and then sail across the lake, instead of trying to drive all the way around it. Actually, the fact the Scavengers had one of these things as their main transport vessel was ingenious. It definitely had all the amenities you could need for a quick getaway by sea.  
 
    “Strange,” I continued to play dumb as I pointed back to the dune buggies behind me. “I don’t know what this thing was for, but it’s pretty lucky you found a boat that can carry your vehicles, huh?”  
 
    The blonde woman glanced over at me and smiled.  
 
    Suddenly, the noise in my head increased tenfold. What the hell? Was this chip programmed to go off whenever a pretty girl started talking to me?  
 
    “I guess so,” she mused. “It’s even more fortunate we found a vessel with enough space on the deck for our helicopter.”  
 
    “Helicopter?” I whistled as I tried to push past the distraction in my head. “You have a helicopter? Why didn’t you use that to rescue me?”  
 
    “Because it’s for emergencies only,” Natalie chuckled. “It only has so much fuel, and once that’s gone, it’ll be a pain in the ass to try and replenish. Besides, we already had the dune buggy out and about when we saw the flames go up.”  
 
    “Fair enough.” I shrugged. “Now, be straight with me… What do you think Marcus is going to do when he sees you’ve brought back another human?”  
 
    “Marcus?” the blonde woman laughed. “He’ll be through the roof when he meets you. Especially when he sees you’re in the age group that keeps dying off.”  
 
    Again, I didn’t know whether to be flattered or concerned.  
 
    One thing that did cross my mind, though… I was the same age group as the beautiful blonde woman. Did that mean we were potential mates? I couldn’t help but think about running my hands along her fit body and kissing every inch of her soft neck…  
 
    Now, the buzzing in my head went crazy, almost to the point where I couldn’t even hear my own thoughts.  
 
    Natalie must have had similar sensual thoughts, however, because her face quickly turned red as she snapped her mouth shut. Then she quickly hoisted her legs back over the side of the boat, stood up, and placed her hands over her chest.  
 
    “Leaving so soon?” I teased, even though my head was now filled with the droning noise.  
 
    “On second thought, I am going to go get some food,” she obviously lied. “We should be arriving at camp in a little over an hour. Try not to fall overboard in the meantime.”  
 
    I watched the woman in the denim jacket saunter away. The second she was out of my sight, I pulled myself over the edge of the boat and laid down on the deck.  
 
    “Karla,” I grumbled as the droning beep continued, “I think your father’s chip is busted. I keep hearing this awful beeping noise!”  
 
    A beeping noise? Karla’s voice questioned. The only way the chip would be damaged was if you experienced some sort of brain damage. Did you take a hard fall or anything like that during your escape? 
 
    “Not at all,” I reassured her. “Well, we did roll the dune buggy, but I don’t think I hit my head. Plus, the noise started when Natalie and her friend first pulled up, and now it’s getting to be unbearable. I don’t know if I can keep going if this gets any worse.”  
 
    Let me check with my father, the voice promised. Give me a few minutes.  
 
    The other line went silent, and I was left alone to stare up at the dusk sky.  
 
    After a few minutes, I sat up and instantly buried my face into my hands. Now that I was alone, I could think back on what kind of crazy shit I’d just been through.  
 
    Not even twenty-four hours ago, I was sitting in my apartment, playing video games in my underwear, and eating cold leftover pizza. Now, I was in a post-apocalyptic future filled with nuclear fallout, intelligent killer mutants, and punk pirates.  
 
    And for what? Money?  
 
    What good was this money going to be if I wasn’t around to use it?  
 
    That didn’t even get into the main part of my mission, though. I had to eliminate every single one of those mutants from Chicago.  
 
    Every. Single. One.  
 
    How was I supposed to do that, especially when there were allegedly thousands of them in the city? Was I supposed to go along with Natalie on her scavenging trips until we somehow wiped out all of them?  
 
    That would take years, if not an entire lifetime.  
 
    If only there was another nuclear bomb I could drop on these grotesque abominations.  
 
    Oh, well. I was here now, and I needed to figure it out for myself.  
 
    Maybe Natalie could help me out? Or Marcus?  
 
    I was sure getting rid of the Rubberfaces would be in all of our best interests.  
 
    When I finally raised my head from my hands, I saw a large, towering structure staring back at me in the distance.  
 
    The sun was just setting behind it, and the light outlined its concave form in all its glory. Though there was no steam escaping from its mouth, I instantly knew what I was looking at.  
 
    It was the stack for a nuclear power plant.  
 
    I shuddered to think about how many Rubberfaces were in that area, and I thanked my lucky stars we were heading in the opposite direction.  
 
    Finally, Karla’s voice cracked back through my head.  
 
    Hunter? she gasped. We’ve figured out your predicament… 
 
    “Good,” I chuckled. “The sooner we get this beeping out of my head, the better.”  
 
    You’re probably going to want to be sitting down for this… she warned.  
 
    “I already am.”  
 
    Okay… My father has run a few diagnostics on the chip we put into your head, she began. As I suspected, there were no defects or anything of the sort. Likewise, there appears to be no damage to the chip, nor your brain.  
 
    “Then what’s causing all this noise?” I grumbled.  
 
    Here, let me just… there, Karla promised. The beeping should subside momentarily.  
 
    As if right on cue, the noise in my head stopped.  
 
    “Thank you,” I sighed with relief. “Now maybe I can actually finish the mission without going crazy. What did you do?”  
 
    Though the chip was not damaged or faulty, Karla explained, my father’s tests did find an abnormality. He says the reason your microchip was going haywire was because it was experiencing an influx of Wayfarer energy.  
 
    “That’s strange,” I admitted. “Maybe it was just because I was super stressed out, and all the extra energy was leaking out of me?”  
 
    That’s not how it works, Hunter, the voice in my head sighed. If you noticed, the beeping only started when you met Natalie, and it got worse as your bond grew stronger.  
 
    “Our bond isn’t that strong,” I chuckled. “And so what? You’re gonna have to walk me through this a bit more…”  
 
    Hunter… Your microchip experienced more Wayfarer energy when you encountered Natalie.  
 
    “You said that already,” I retorted. “Why are you--Ohhhhhh.”  
 
    Suddenly, it hit me. I wasn’t the source of the increased Wayfarer energy.  
 
    Natalie was.  
 
    That woman you met? Karla’s voice explained. I think you may have just found the Wayfarer of Dimension Nine-Fifty-One.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    “Quit yanking my chain, Karla.” I shook my head. “How could Natalie be the Wayfarer of this dimension? You told me the likelihood of the Wayfarer being dead was--”  
 
    Exceptionally high, Karla admitted. But there was a more than a zero percent chance they were alive, and it looks like you stumbled right into her lap.  
 
    “No way.” I was still in denial. “It’s too random. What are the chances I go all the way to another dimension and then just happen to get my ass saved by the only person in this world who shares the same powers as me?”  
 
    More than zero, Miss Nash repeated. That’s all it takes sometimes, Hunter. Or, as my father likes to point out, this could all be the work of the double arrow theory.  
 
    I couldn’t believe it. Natalie, the beautiful blonde Scavenger, was a Wayfarer just like me?  
 
    Well, crap… Now, I had no choice. I had to tell her who I really was.  
 
    “So, then you want me to bring her back?” I stated, even though I already knew the answer.  
 
    If possible, Karla replied. Wayfarers are not easy to come across. The more we have, the more timelines we can save, and the sooner we can find my real father.  
 
    “You realize this means I have to blow my cover, right?” I confirmed. “She’s not going to listen to ‘that poor idiot from the Tundra’ if I ask her to leave her way of life behind and come with me.”  
 
    I know that. Karla sounded defensive. But I know you can figure out a way. It sounds like she really likes you already.  
 
    “How much of all this can you hear?” I questioned. “I thought you could only hear the things I say?”  
 
    I can, she admitted, but based on the way you talk to this Natalie woman, you are both interested in each other. Trust me, Hunter… A stoic warrior like that wouldn’t even give you the time of day if she weren’t the least bit interested.  
 
    “I guess I’ll just have to put on the ‘ol Bragg charm,” I chuckled. “The Scavengers are taking me back to their camp, so I can try and bond with her some more once we’re there. If I can somehow pull off this whole mission, that’d probably turn the tide for me, too.”  
 
    Most certainly, Karla agreed. Don’t mess it up.  
 
    “Thanks for the vote of confidence, Karla,” I grumbled. “When do you think--”  
 
    “Are you alright, Hunter?” Natalie’s voice inquired from behind me. “Who are you talking to out here?”  
 
    Did I say it now? Did I tell Natalie I was really from another timeline, and that I was just talking to the voice inside my head?  
 
    When I turned around and saw how confused she was, I had second thoughts.  
 
    There would be a time to spill my guts and explain everything to Natalie, but now was definitely not the time.  
 
    “Oh, I was only muttering away to myself,” I lied, “just trying to make sense of everything that’s happened, ya know?”  
 
    “I understand,” the blonde woman said with a firm nod. “I just wanted to let you know we are docking at the camp soon. Also, if you want any cockroach stew, we still have a few bowls left.”  
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” I smiled, and then Natalie turned away and headed back toward the cabin.  
 
    The vessel we were riding on slowed down to a crawl and then began to turn so the back was facing the shoreline. As it rotated around, I could see a beach off in the distance with a decently-sized encampment all across its sandy banks.  
 
    Tents made out of tarps lined part of the beach, while a few huts created from sticks and foliage stood in the back. There were lots of small campfires burning through the darkness, and in the glow of their flickering flames, I saw human figures huddled around them.  
 
    Much to my surprise, there was a line of houses a few dozen feet behind the encampment, just beyond where the beach began. They were all old, decrepit, and crumbling, but they were houses nonetheless.  
 
    The boat backed up toward the pier at the edge of the encampment, and then the engine hissed to a stop when its end slowly slid underneath the platform.  
 
    Seconds later, Natalie re-emerged from the inside of the boat with Harrison, William, and two other Scavengers who I didn’t recognize. As they walked by, William stopped and patted me on the back excitedly.  
 
    “Welcome to our humble abode, mate.” He grinned.  
 
    I followed the Scavengers down the pier and onto the sandy white shore of the lake. My boots sank into the gritty ground with each step I took, and for a brief moment, I wondered if I should have taken them off.  
 
    Now that I was up closer to the encampment, I saw all the tiny details I’d missed before.  
 
    All around the huts and tents of the Scavengers were arrangements of assorted junk, trinkets they must have collected from their different trips out to the cities. Every single one of them had a different set of trinkets, and it was pretty amusing to see what they had chosen to put on display.  
 
    As a worker who constantly went into peoples’ houses and entered their most private spaces, I realized just how much their junk said about their character.  
 
    Take, for example, the tent surrounded by license plates, hubcaps, and various tools and workbenches. Without even asking, I could tell that was the mechanic’s tent.  
 
    Then there was one with a million different literal trinkets, souvenirs you’d find if you went to any big city. Keychains, hat pins, and tacky “I heart CHI” and “I heart MI” shirts were set up on sticks like a makeshift scarecrow.  
 
    That was definitely the “fun one” of the camp.  
 
    “So, this is where you guys live?” I asked the group as we walked. “I’m not going to lie, I didn’t expect there to be actual houses.”  
 
    “Those are mostly for storage and shelter,” Natalie explained. “We only go inside if there’s a severe storm.”  
 
    “But why?” I couldn’t quite wrap my head around it. “There’s more than enough houses for you guys to stay in, especially if you bunkered up together.”  
 
    “I dunno what they got ya doing out there in the Tundra, Hunter,” William chuckled, “but we Scavengers are all about community and brotherhood. We find it way more excitin’ to rough it out in the elements, with a good ‘ol campfire and a cot that’s so uncomfortable you don’t wanna sleep on it for more than a few hours.”  
 
    “It is fun,” Harrison admitted, “but it’s also just in case we’d ever have to pack up and leave unexpectedly. It’s a lot easier to sound the alarm and round up everyone when we’re all in a single space than it would be to run along the roads for miles.”  
 
    “Have you ever had to do that?” I gasped. “Pack up and leave in a hurry?”  
 
    “Not since I was fourteen years old,” Natalie admitted. “Back then, we had an encampment on the other side of the lake, along the shores of the Fallen Land… The Rubberfaces didn’t like that, especially once they started getting more intelligent.”  
 
    “And you’re not worried about that happening here?” I tilted my head curiously.  
 
    “Not exactly.” The blonde woman shrugged. “We have sentries posted all along the perimeter of our encampment, and we are far away from any areas of major radiation. There might be a few wandering Rubberfaces every now and again, but nothing we haven’t been able to handle.”  
 
    “You two Ankle Biters have fun talkin’ to Marcus,” William suddenly announced as he stopped his momentum. “I think I’m gonna go off and get me some-a that vodka I’ve been stashin’ under my cot.”  
 
    “Wait,” I laughed, “before you go, I have something I’ve been dying to ask you… If you were a little kid when Doomsday happened, and you grew up mostly around the Scavengers… How did you get an Australian accent?”  
 
    “What the fuck’s an Australian accent, mate?” William retorted with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “You know what?” I threw up my hands in defeat. “Never mind. Enjoy your vodka.”  
 
    “Oh, I will,” the man with the long hair cackled. “Can I plan on seein’ ya around the fire later?”  
 
    “I don’t know… ” I trailed off.  
 
    “Sure I can!” He smiled and smacked me on the back. “I’ve got a game of knucklebones with your name on it.”  
 
    With that, the punk-rock Australian man turned and scurried off to his tent.  
 
    Harrison just shook his head and smiled.  
 
    “I’ll see you two later,” he chuckled. “I’m gonna go take a nap. We’ve got a long night ahead of us.”  
 
    With that, Harrison turned around and then disappeared into the fray.  
 
    “They’re taking Johnny’s death a lot better than I’d expect,” I observed. “Why are they planning a party? Isn’t there going to be a funeral or remembrance or something like that?” 
 
    “That’s not the Scavenger way.” Natalie just shrugged. “We like to remember the happy times we had with the deceased, rather than mourn their demise. When a Scavenger dies, we celebrate their life rather than grieve their passing.”  
 
    Huh. Pretty progressive for a band of post-apocalyptic pirates.  
 
    Natalie and I continued to walk down the beach until we finally came to one of the large huts made out of sticks and foliage. It stood about eight feet tall, with a roof that came up to a point at its very top. The hut was much larger than any of the other dwellings around it, probably large enough to fit one of the dune buggies fully inside of it.  
 
    “Your big boss’ quarters?” I asked, and Natalie nodded firmly.  
 
    “Just let me do the talking,” she explained. “I’m sure he’ll like you, but I don’t want you to give off the wrong impression. He’s very, very cautious about who he lets into the Scavengers.”  
 
    I gave her a nod to confirm, and then I followed her inside of the hut.  
 
    Much like so many of the tents outside, the walls of this place were packed to the brim with different trinkets scoured from abandoned cities. Retro record covers littered one wall, while a slew of marble statues lined the shelves of another. Most peculiar to me was a section full of pieces of art, including a few famous works such as American Gothic, Nighthawks, and Van Gogh’s The Bedroom.  
 
    Well, I guess the Art Institute didn’t need them anymore, anyways.  
 
    At the far wall of the hut sat a small desk with a swiveling chair, with a man hunched over scribbling on a piece of paper like mad.  
 
    “Marcus?” Natalie cleared her throat, and the man stopped writing instantly.  
 
    He spun around in his chair, grinned at the blonde woman, and then stood to his feet.  
 
    Marcus was a tall dude, definitely over six feet. His frame was that of a scarecrow, lanky and slender, and he walked like he was a bird trying to navigate the ground for the first time.  
 
    On his torso he wore a black denim vest with dozens of silver studs over the top of a black t-shirt that had the etchings of golden wings on it. His hands and arms were covered with studded bracelets and rings, and on his lower half he wore baggy black pants. Marcus’ hair was a dark brown long-top that had been slicked back as far as it could possibly go, and he had some rough stubble all over his face.  
 
    “Good to see you again, Natalie,” he announced as he walked forward with his arms open wide. “I trust your excursion to the Fallen Lands went well?”  
 
    The Scavenger leader embraced the blonde woman for a moment, and then she pulled back.  
 
    “It… Not exactly.” Natalie frowned and looked down at the ground. “I’m afraid Johnny didn’t make it.”  
 
    Marcus’ eyes went blank as he took a step back. Then he locked his hands behind his back, turned around, and began to pace.  
 
    “That’s unfortunate,” he sighed. “He was a good Scavenger, and an even better man. Did you at least gain anything valuable from your trip?”  
 
    “Well, we did pick up a potential new member,” she explained as she pointed to me.  
 
    Marcus halted his gait, twirled around dramatically, and then slowly approached me with narrowed eyes.  
 
    “This man?” he asked. “What does he bring to the table that the rest of our brethren don’t?”  
 
    “He’s from the Tundra region,” Natalie noted. “And he’s a pretty good gunner. I saw that first hand.”  
 
    “The Tundra?” Marcus tilted his head and pursed his lips. “What is somebody from the Tundra doing all the way down in the Fallen Lands?”  
 
    “I was sick of my people’s ways,” I lied through my teeth. “I wanted to come down here to find a new way of life.”  
 
    Marcus walked around me in a circle, and he stared me down the entire time he did so. His lips were contorted into a frown, and I couldn’t really get a read on him. Finally, he stopped, looked me square in the eyes, and burst out laughing.  
 
    “I don’t know if I should welcome you, or be terrified of you,” he admitted heartily. “You wanted a change of scenery, so you came down to the most dangerous spot in this region? That’s Scavenger material if I’ve ever seen it!”  
 
    “Glad to hear it.” I smiled.  
 
    “That’s not all I wanted to talk to you about, Marcus… ” Natalie spoke up. “The reason Johnny didn’t make it is because, well… I think the Rubberfaces are evolving.”  
 
    Marcus’ demeanor changed back to somber.  
 
    “Shit,’” the leader groaned as he walked back to his chair and plopped down. “Tell me everything.”  
 
    Natalie spent the next few minutes going through the details of our meeting. How she saw the flames, picked me up, and then was ambushed by Rubberfaces on the other side of the river.  
 
    As she spoke, I could see the color draining away from Marcus’ face.  
 
    He placed his fingertips together in front of his mouth as he listened, but his eyes were dead as he nodded at her words.  
 
    “This is bad,” he stated flatly. “This is very bad, Natalie… It was already looking bad when they learned how to use guns. But if they’ve started to figure out how to use vehicles and how to strategically mobilize against us? Well, we’re doomed. And not just the Scavengers… I’m talking about the whole human race.”  
 
    Should I tell them? I kinda felt like this would be the place to reveal my true identity, but there was a small voice in the back of my head that was telling me not to.  
 
    And it wasn’t Karla.  
 
    For now, I would remain in my facade.  
 
    Still, that wasn’t going to stop me from picking their brains about how to finish the mission.  
 
    “Isn’t there any way to stop them?” I questioned. “You know, before they get to that point?”  
 
    Both of the Scavengers looked at me like I was insane.  
 
    “What do you mean ‘stop them?’” Marcus scoffed. “Don’t you think if there was a way to stop the Rubberfaces, we would have done it already? Those melted-faced bastards only live for two things, and two things only… To wipe out the human race and to feed on radiation. And god help anyone who tries to stand between them and their goals.”  
 
    “So, what’s the plan, then?” I asked. “Do we just sit around and wait until they evolve even further?”  
 
    “Hunter… ” Natalie warned.  
 
    “We will do what we can,” Marcus grumbled. “For the moment, that’s doing what we’ve always done. Going out, scavenging for supplies, and killing any Rubberfaces we see along the way. It’s all we can do.”  
 
    Oh, great, he was one of those leaders.  
 
    Getting Natalie on board might be trickier than I thought.  
 
    “I’m sorry to trouble you with this information, Marcus,” Natalie said with a slight bow. “But I thought you needed to know.”  
 
    “Don’t apologize.” Marcus smiled half-heartedly. “The news may have been grim, but I always appreciate when my brothers and sisters are honest with me. I dunno… It makes me feel like I’m somewhat of a successful leader.”  
 
    “We couldn’t ask for a better leader,” Natalie reassured him. “Thank you for your time.”  
 
    “Thank you.” Marcus bowed and then turned to me. “And welcome to the Scavengers, young man. Hunter, right?”  
 
    “That’s me.” I nodded. “Hunter Bragg, at your service.”  
 
    “Well, Hunter Bragg.” The brown-haired man smiled. “You picked a fine time to join up with our group. Tonight was already going to be a somewhat rowdy night, but now? We have a life to celebrate. You two go out there and enjoy yourselves. I’m sure the rest of the Scavengers are waiting for you.”  
 
    “What about you?” Natalie asked. “Won’t you join in the festivities?”  
 
    “Perhaps.” The Scavenger leader shrugged. “But for now, I have much to ponder on.”  
 
    “Don’t work too hard,” the blonde woman pleaded before she turned back to the door. “I hope to see you out there soon!”  
 
    I followed Natalie out of the hut and back onto the beach, under the starry night sky.  
 
    “That went well,” I chuckled once I was sure we were out of Marcus’ ear shot. “What’s that guy’s deal, anyways? Why is he the leader of all these people?”  
 
    “Simple,” Natalie explained, “we chose Marcus as our leader because he has the most military experience out of any of us. That, plus he knows the Fallen Lands better than anyone else.”  
 
    “Why’s that?”  
 
    “Because… ” she sighed, “this is his home. At least, this was his home, before Doomsday happened.”  
 
    “Wait, how old is that guy?” I gasped. “I thought Doomsday happened like, twenty years ago?”  
 
    “Believe it or not, Marcus is in his forties,” Natalie chuckled.  
 
    “Damn,” I whistled. “Are you sure he’s not a vampire or something? Because he doesn’t look a day over twenty.”  
 
    “I can assure you he’s in his forties,” the blonde woman continued. “He is from the area you keep calling ‘Chicago.’ In fact, he lived there his whole life, up until he went off and joined the Coast Guard. One day, he was in a helicopter, flying a search and rescue mission over the far northern side of the lake when… well, you can guess what happened next… ”  
 
    “Doomsday happened,” I concluded, and Natalie confirmed with a nod.  
 
    “His entire family was wiped out from the initial blast.” She frowned. “And I strongly suspect several more of his acquaintances were turned into Rubberfaces. Either way, he refueled the helo and returned to his hometown, where he, my parents, and a few more of our elders started up the Scavenger lifestyle.”  
 
    “Is Chi--er, the Fallen Lands the only place you guys explore?” I questioned as we walked along the dark beach.  
 
    “Not at all,” Natalie explained. “We have Scavengers go out to the other big city on the lake, north of the Fallen Lands. The one with lots of abandoned beer factories. We’ve also got crews that go out to several cities along the eastern coastline, but none of those are quite as fruitful as the ones in the Fallen Lands or the Beer City.”  
 
    Beer City. I was sure that, in my timeline, Milwaukee would love to be called that.  
 
    “You do that all from one boat?” I pointed to the large vessel off the shore. “Doesn’t that take forever?”  
 
    “Not if you do it strategically.” The blonde woman shrugged. “When we go on large scavenging expeditions, the captain makes a large circle around the lake, dropping each team off at their locations before dropping anchor at the Fallen Lands.”  
 
    “Why there?” I continued. “Wouldn’t it be way more time efficient to just make the entire loop again, and then pick up the Fallen Lands’ team last?”  
 
    “If only we had that luxury… ” Natalie trailed off. “You saw how the city is… swarming with Rubberfaces. We have to leave the boat there because it’s the place with the highest rate of danger. You don’t really hear about hordes of Rubberfaces up in the stadium city in the bay.”  
 
    “Who knows?” I joked. “There could be Rubberface football fans.”  
 
    Natalie looked at me blankly just as I realized my joke wasn’t going to make sense, so I just continued onward as if I hadn’t said anything.  
 
    The two of us eventually came to a tent surrounded on all sides by empty alcohol bottles that had been lined up along the edges as if they were a fence of booze. The door of the dwelling was completely covered with bottle caps, and from the inside, I could hear someone mumbling to themselves.  
 
    “William’s tent,” Natalie explained, but I’d kinda already figured.  
 
    “Is that Natalie and the newbie?” William’s voice slurred.  
 
    The long-haired Scavenger popped his head out from between the flaps, looked between the two of us, and smiled a wide, toothy grin. When he finally stumbled out of his dwelling, the lanky man was completely shirtless with his colorful tattoos on full display. From just a quick glance, I could see he had a boat, a few tribal tattoos, and one of those large, pointed “S” shapes I always remembered drawing in middle school.  
 
    “You’re going to have to tell me about all these things,” I whistled. “I bet each one has a story.”  
 
    “You bet your arse they do, mate,” William slurred as he drunkenly put his arm around my shoulders and cackled. “I bet ya Tundra folk don’t get much ink up in your parts, eh?”  
 
    “I can’t say we do,” I admitted, and then I pointed to the “S” on his shoulder. “I really want to know about that one. I’ve seen it before, but I have no idea what it means.”  
 
    That was probably the most honest thing I’d said to these people since I first arrived.  
 
    “This?” William pulled back and gasped. “Why… Ya better know this one if you wanna be a Scavenger! This is our mark, ya bogan.”  
 
    No way…  
 
    “Oh, so that’s what it means,” I couldn’t contain my amusement. “I’ll definitely have to get one of those.”  
 
    “Damn straight, ya better.” The Scavenger grinned and then poked me in the chest. “I bet it’d look good right on your pec there. If ya did that, Natalie here’d get ta see it every time she saw you in the nuddy.”  
 
    “It looks like William here has already started the festivities,” Natalie interjected as her face turned bright red.  
 
    William turned to the woman, tilted his head, and threw out his arms dramatically.  
 
    “Well, I had ta crack open a cold one for our boy Johnny.” The drunk Scavenger hung his head somberly. “But then one turned into two, and then two turned inta six. But the night’s still young, ya know! I think Harrison said they were planning a Remembrance in a few minutes here.”  
 
    “Oh, I don’t know if Hunter should take part in that yet,” Natalie warned, “he’s still somewhat new to--”  
 
    “Nonsense!” William interrupted. “We want him to stick around and become part of the team, right? What better way than to throw him straight into the fire?”  
 
    Natalie glanced over at me, but I just shrugged.  
 
    “I’m totally down for whatever,” I chuckled. “I’m not going anywhere else right now.”  
 
    “That’s the spirit!” William put his arm around me again, and then he began to lead me off toward the center of the camp.  
 
    I heard Natalie sigh behind me, but then her footsteps plodded through the sand as she followed us.  
 
    At the very center of the encampment was a fire nearly two stories high and at least ten feet wide. All of the Scavengers stood around it, and they chatted merrily as they watched the flames growing larger and larger.  
 
    Finally, once we arrived at the scene, William found Harrison, and the three of us slipped into the circle beside him. The second we stopped, though, I noticed William’s entire demeanor changed.  
 
    He stood up straight and took a deep gulp before he stared off into the flames and went as silent as the very night around us. Then William’s smile faded into a somber expression as he folded his arms across his chest and waited.  
 
    Finally, one of the other Scavengers spoke up.  
 
    “Thank you for joining us today, my brothers and sisters,” the man said. 
 
    This guy was shirtless, as well, though he wore a black leather jacket over his torso. His hair was dyed a deep green, but it was also shaved down to little more than stubble.  
 
    “We don’t have to stay if you don’t want to,” Natalie whispered.  
 
    “It’s fine,” I reassured her, “I want to pay my respects. Johnny saved my life, too, after all.”  
 
    The blonde woman frowned, but then gave me a slow nod.  
 
    You haven’t checked in for a while, Hunter, Karla’s voice rang in my ears. Is everything alright?  
 
    “Fine,” I whispered as softly as possible. “I’m kinda in the middle of a funeral service here, so maybe call back in an hour?” 
 
    Funeral service? the woman scoffed. Don’t tell me you’re actually starting to make friends with these people.  
 
    “They’re good people,” I hissed back, and then went silent when I noticed William was shooting daggers in my direction.  
 
    Fine, Karla’s voice huffed. Just remember the mission. Kill the mutants and get the Wayfarer to come with you. Everything else is a waste of time.  
 
    “Noted,” I grumbled.  
 
    “Brothers and Sisters, we are here on this night because we have lost one of our own… ” the man with the buzzcut continued. “Johnny Darkowzki was slain in battle today while traveling through the Fallen Lands. He was a great warrior, a good friend, and, most importantly, one hell of a Scavenger.”  
 
    “Hear, hear!” William called out, and everyone else in the circle followed suit.  
 
    “He may be gone now, but his life will always be remembered,” the man announced. “His sacrifice will always be remembered and, just like those who fell before him… he will live on through us. Jessica? Will you be the first to expel his spirit from our land?”  
 
    Expel his spirit? What, did they think this guy was going to come back and haunt everyone?  
 
    A skinny woman with a full-on, spiked pink mohawk and a bull ring in her nose approached the fire with a tarp in her hands. She kissed it softly, looked up at the roaring flames, and then tossed the tarp into the fire.  
 
    It sizzled and cracked as it was engulfed and then burned by the dancing blaze.  
 
    “What are they doing?” I leaned over and whispered to Natalie.  
 
    “Burning Johnny’s stuff,” she sighed. “It’s how we show our respects to the dead around here.”  
 
    “Maybe I’m just culturally insensitive,” I noted, “but that doesn’t sound very respectful to me.”  
 
    “You have to look at it from our point of view, Hunter,” the blonde woman continued. “To a Scavenger, the possessions we snatch up are everything. They’re our personality in physical form. So, to ensure nobody else takes our ‘spirit’ after we’re gone, the rest of the group burns everything in our tent.”  
 
    Huh. Sure, it was a somewhat strange ritual, but I supposed that if it helped them to cope with the loss of their fallen brother, who was I to judge.  
 
    I watched as a few more Scavengers brought items from Johnny’s tent, said a few words, and then threw them into the inferno. Once they were done, the man with the green buzzcut stepped forward once more.  
 
    “Before we move on, would anyone like to say a few words?” He asked.  
 
    “Oi.” William raised his hand as he stepped forward. “I’ve got somethin’ I wanna say… Johnny was a good bloke. I fought with him in the Fallen Lands several times, and he was one-a the best gunners I’d ever met. He’ll be missed dearly.”  
 
    “Hear, hear!” the rest of the Scavengers called out.  
 
    “Anybody else?” the man asked again.  
 
    This time, there was a long, awkward silence, and I could feel all eyes were now pointed toward Natalie.  
 
    The blonde woman squirmed under her brethrens’ gazes, but she didn’t say a word. Her body just tensed up as she stared off into the fire and remained silent.  
 
    “Anyone at all?” another Scavenger prompted.  
 
    “I’ll say something,” I spoke up to ease the tension. “Look, I may be new to this whole thing. You guys probably don’t know me yet, and I don’t really know you. Hell… I didn’t even know Johnny for that long. But one thing I do know is he saved my life. If not for him and Natalie here, I’d be lying dead in the streets right now. And for that, I thank him. Wherever the hell he is right now. He was a good man, and I hope he’s now found rest.”  
 
    “Hear, hear!” the rest of the Scavengers cheered.  
 
    “Anyone else?” the master of ceremonies announced, and there was another long silence. Finally, he shook his head. “Alright, then we get to move on to the second phase of the Remembrance… ”  
 
    “This is my favorite part,” William whispered gleefully.  
 
    “Now, let’s get this celebration started!” the man with the buzzcut exclaimed, and everybody roared with excitement.  
 
    The next hour or two flew by in a flash. We all shared sips from a whiskey bottle as we sat around the flames shooting the breeze, telling jokes and riddles, and sharing stories about our travels.  
 
    Unfortunately for me, I couldn’t really tell anyone about my real life, so I had to make up many elaborate lies. On top of the story of my rescue, I told everyone I’d once killed a caribou with my bare hands and then brought it back to my igloo for the rest of my clan to eat.  
 
    I had no clue if that was really what people did in this timeline, but it seemed to be popular with the Scavengers.  
 
    Then there was the story I told about Doomsday… how I was just a little kid growing up in “The Tundra” when this all went down. How my parents tried to take me up into Canada, but they had been completely decimated by the nuclear blasts as well. Of course, that led to all three of us settling down in the backwoods with a few other families and trying to survive the winters. Already harsh winters that were, of course, made even worse from the Nuclear Winters that came along with the bombs.  
 
    The Scavengers hung onto every single word I said, and they ate my stories up hook, line, and sinker.  
 
    However, Natalie seemed a bit off. The blonde woman didn’t partake in any of the drinking or the storytelling or even crack a smile at any of the jokes. Instead, she just sat there with her arms crossed over her chest as she stared off into the flames.  
 
    Finally, she stood up, wiped the sand off her tight bottom, and then marched back toward her tent.  
 
    “She’s not really having any of it, is she?” I whispered to William as I watched her leave.  
 
    “Oh, don’t take it personally.” The drunken Scavenger patted me on the back. “That little Sheila’s never been one for festivities. I can’t say I blame ‘er on this one either since, well, you know… ”  
 
    “She’s doomed to be without a mate?” I finished the thought.  
 
    “Right, that.” William nodded, and then his eyes lit up with excitement. “Oi! Wait a minute here… How old are you, Hunter?”  
 
    I saw where this was going, and I really wanted to defuse the situation before he took it too far.  
 
    “Look, William.” I shook my head. “Natalie is a nice woman. Very beautiful and strong and all that. But--”  
 
    “But what?” William interjected. “You’re stickin’ around, right?”  
 
    My heart skipped a beat, but I continued to play it cool.  
 
    “Of course, I am!” I lied.  
 
    “Sooo?” the Scavenger slurred. “You’re the same age as her, and you’re the only one here who’s the same age. Which means by Scavenger law you’re the only one who is appropriate to be her mate and put some babies in ‘er! Now, you don’t have to be a Root Rat to see the golden opportunity here.”  
 
    “Are you sure you’re not Australian?” I narrowed my eyes and tried to change the subject.  
 
    “Oh, no, bloke.” William waggled his finger at me. “You’re not slippin’ yer way outta this one. Just go and talk to her. Ya don’t even have to have a root with ‘er right now. Put the feelers out and see if she likes ya back.”  
 
    “I don’t think that’s the best idea--”  
 
    Before I could finish my sentence, William scoffed loudly.  
 
    “Hunter, if ya don’t get over to ‘er tent,” he warned, “I’m gonna knock ya over the head with a stubby and drag ya over there myself!”  
 
    “Fine, fine… ” I conceded as I stood up. “I’ll go talk to her. Just talk.”  
 
    William threw up his hands and feigned innocence. “Hey, what you two ankle biters do in the privacy of your tent is your own business.”  
 
    Sly, William. Very sly.  
 
    As I turned, I saw Natalie walking off in the distance, so I guessed I should take William’s advice and go follow her.  
 
    She seemed a bit distressed and uncomfortable, and I didn’t know if it was something I said or just the general tone of the night. Either way, I wanted to calm her down.  
 
    I headed up the beach and watched as Natalie disappeared into a tent at the far end of the encampment. I couldn’t help but chuckle as I approached her dwelling and saw how it was set up.  
 
    Natalie’s tarp tent was covered from head to toe with the same sort of stickers you’d find on a Guitar Hero guitar. They were very rock and roll-esque, with a hand-drawn aesthetic that showed off strange looking figures and logos. There were people with mohawks giving the devil horns while they strummed a guitar, the outlines of squiggly skeletons whose eyes were small “x”s, and even the granddaddy of them all… A Rolling Stones logo.  
 
    A torn-up fabric patio chair sat next to the tent, and beside that was a tiny writing desk whose legs had seen better days.  
 
    This must have been where she came to sit when she didn’t want to socialize with the rest of the Scavengers. Probably on nights like tonight, where they were throwing their big shindigs.  
 
    I stopped just outside the tent.  
 
    What was the protocol here? I didn’t want to just barge in… Did I knock? Could I even knock?  
 
    “Hey, Natalie?” I finally announced. “It’s me, Hunter… Are you all good?”  
 
    I waited a minute, but there was nothing but the sound of the waves hitting the shore.  
 
    “Natalie?” I asked once more.  
 
    I knew she was in there. I saw her go in. 
 
    Was everything alright? Surely she wasn’t asleep already. Maybe if I just peeked my head in…  
 
    I slowly parted the flap of the tent and stuck my head inside.  
 
    Suddenly, I felt a hand grab me by the hair, yank me in, and then the cold metal of a blade against my throat.  
 
    I was now staring straight into Natalie’s blue eyes, and she looked deranged.  
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” she demanded.  
 
    “W-What do you mean?” I sputtered. “I’m Hunter. You know, from the Fallen Lands? The dude who comes from the Tun--”  
 
    Natalie pushed the blade of the knife tighter against my skin, and my heart hammered in my chest.  
 
    “Don’t feed me your lies, asshole,” she growled. “Those drunken fools out there might be falling for that, but I’m not. I’ve been suspicious of you since we met, but since you saved my life, I decided to give you the benefit of the doubt. But after that bullshit story you just spun for them out there, I know you’re up to something.”  
 
    Well, crap. I wondered how long I could keep this charade up, and it looked like the answer was “not for much longer.”  
 
    Hunter? Karla gasped. I’m seeing a massive increase in your heart rate. Is everything okay?  
 
    “It’s fine,” I promised. “Natalie, can you please put the knife down?”  
 
    She’s got a knife to your throat? the woman on the other side demanded. Don’t do anything stupid. 
 
    I wasn’t planning on it.  
 
    “Why should I trust you?” Natalie demanded. “Apparently, you’ve done nothing but lie since you got here.”  
 
    “What have I lied about?” I tried to save face, even though I knew it probably wouldn’t work. “My name really is Hunter, and I am really from Minnesota.”  
 
    Natalie’s eyes narrowed as she tried to catch me in the nonexistent lie.  
 
    “And what about all that stuff you told them out there?” she continued. “About Doomsday and your parents?”  
 
    “Okay, that was a lie,” I admitted. “But if you could just put the knife down, I’ll tell you everything.”  
 
    “Who sent you?” she demanded. “Are you a spy from one of our rivals?”  
 
    Man… I was really getting tired of having beautiful women point weapons at me and call me a spy. This was the second time in a little over a day.  
 
    “I’m not a spy,” I clarified. “In fact, I’m here to save the human race. Now, could you please put the knife down?”  
 
    Natalie tilted her head and bit her lip as she pondered whether or not to let me go. Finally, she let out a huff and lowered the blade.  
 
    “Go on.” She nodded. “But don’t even try to bullshit me. I’m the equivalent of a human lie detector.”  
 
    “You know those things are about as effective as a wooden shelter in a tornado, right?” I tried to joke, but Natalie simply tightened her grip on the knife in her hand. “Uh… Right. Probably not the best time for humor.”  
 
    “Spill it,” the blonde woman growled as she sat down on the cot in her tent.  
 
    Then Natalie reached underneath the tiny bed and came back up with a small pistol. She cocked it at me and motioned for me to sit down on the ground.  
 
    Are you alright? Karla’s voice cut through the silence. Your heart rate is still crazy through the roof.  
 
    “It’s alright,” I promised, “I’ve just got some explaining to do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    “My name really is Hunter,” I explained as I stared down the barrel of Natalie’s pistol. “And I do come from Minnesota or ‘The Tundra’ as you guys like to call it… Just not the Minnesota from your dimension.”  
 
    “My dimension?” Natalie scoffed. “What other dimension is there?”  
 
    “Trust me,” I chuckled, “I was literally in the same boat as you were not too long ago. I was just a humble Pest Control Technician who accidentally stumbled across a secret lab and got caught up in interdimensional travel.”  
 
    “I want to call bullshit,” the blonde woman said with a confused look, “but I don’t hear any irregularities in your voice or nervous ticks.”  
 
    “That’s because I’m not lying,” I assured her. “As bug-nuts crazy as it sounds, this is all real. I’m from Dimension One, and we are currently sitting in Dimension Nine-Fifty-One. Aka ‘The Nuclear Pandemic.’”  
 
    “And you’re here to ‘save us all?’” Natalie made a mocking motion as she spoke. “Well, hate to break it to you, Mr. Dimension Hopper… you’re too late.”  
 
    “No, I’m not.” I shook my head. “This world might be ravaged by a nuclear apocalypse and filled with Rubberfaces, but it’s far from gone. In fact, the reason I’m here is to kill off all those bastards who attacked us today.”  
 
    “Ha!” the blonde woman scoffed. “Now, I know you’re full of shit. Do you know how many Rubberfaces are in this area? Ninety percent of the old city’s population. Now, I don’t know if the population of your ‘Chicago’ is the same as here, but that’s a whole lot of Rubberfaces.”  
 
    “I know.” I hung my head and let out a deep sigh. “That’s why I need your help.”  
 
    I spent the next twenty minutes pouring my heart out to Natalie. I told her all about my previous life, how I accidentally stumbled across Dr. Nash’s machine, and the proposition Karla had made me. I told her about my special abilities, and how I was the only one who could jump across the dimensions and save the human race in each different apocalyptic scenario. I even told her about Karla, the little voice in my head. 
 
    “Has she been listening to everything we’ve been saying?” Natalie questioned.  
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “She can only hear me, and only when I want her to. Watch this… Karla? I’m telling Natalie everything right now. Don’t be mad.”  
 
    Are you sure that’s the best course of action? Karla’s voice retorted. That’s a lot of information to drop on somebody at once.  
 
    “Natalie’s seen some stuff,” I reassured her. “And she’s got a good head on her shoulders. I think she’s ready.”  
 
    If you say so, Karla dismissed. It’s your funeral if you mess things up, not mine.  
 
    “How do I know you’re not just talking to yourself?” Natalie demanded. “You could just be trying to kiss up to me so I don’t slit your throat right here and now.”  
 
    “You’re the human lie detector, remember?” I reminded her. “Does it sound like I’m lying?”  
 
    “No,” she admitted and narrowed her eyes, “but you could just be really good at it.”  
 
    “Come on, Natalie,” I chuckled. “A minute ago, out there, you could read me like a book. And now I’m suddenly a master of deception?”  
 
    The blonde woman bit her lip as she thought over my words, and then she shrugged and laid her pistol down on the cot beside her.  
 
    “It’s still here,” she warned, “don’t try to run.”  
 
    “I know better than that,” I mused. “You’d probably shoot me in the back of the head before I could even get to the closest tent.”  
 
    “Flattery isn’t getting you anywhere,” Natalie reminded me. “So, you’re here to save us all by killing every Rubberface in the Fallen Lands? How does that do us any good? Those things aren’t just here in the Smoulder. They’re supposedly everywhere around the world.”  
 
    “If I’m being completely honest with you,” I admitted, “I’m not sure. I’m just doing what Dr. Nash’s algorithm predicted.”  
 
    “Wait… ” Natalie scowled. “You’ve come here to my dimension so you could risk life and limb to maybe save humanity, based on a prediction by a machine?”  
 
    “The most advanced machine in my dimension,” I corrected.  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “Well… because I wanted to do some good with my life.” I shrugged.  
 
    Natalie crossed her arms across her chest and shot me a look of skepticism.  
 
    “Really?” she chuckled. “Lie detector, remember?”  
 
    “I had to try.” I smiled weakly. “Fine. I’m in it because Dr. Nash and his daughter are paying me handsomely.”  
 
    “So, it’s all for money?” Natalie questioned as she arched an eyebrow. “You’re jumping through dimensions, risking life and limb, facing off against lord knows what… All for money?”  
 
    “To be fair, you don’t know what a Pest Control Technician makes in a year.” I shrugged. “This one little excursion to your dimension is enough to pay off all my debt and set me up for a long time.”  
 
    “So, you’re only doing one mission?”  
 
    Well, now might as well have been as good a time as any to break the news.  
 
    “Most likely.” I nodded. “Especially when I bring back this dimension’s Wayfarer, and they can take over for me. One mission, one payday, and then my successor takes over. It’s a pretty good plan, actually.”  
 
    Natalie now looked completely unamused.  
 
    “I hate to break it to you, Hunter,” she scoffed as she leaned forward, “but the odds are your Wayfarer here is dead.”  
 
    “No, she’s not.” I grinned. “Because I’m looking right at her.”  
 
    It took a moment for the revelation to sink in. Then Natalie’s eyes went wide, and her mouth fell open in shock. The blonde woman sat back up on her cot, wrapped her arms around herself, and began to shake her head back and forth.  
 
    “That’s impossible,” she argued. “I’m… I’m just a Scavenger.”  
 
    “That’s what I said at first, too,” I admitted, “but Dr. Nash assured me it’s genetic, and not something decided by your job or your self-worth.”  
 
    “But how do you know it’s me, exactly?” Natalie asked. “Did this computer guy tell you my name when he sent you here?”  
 
    “Nope,” I continued. “I was just lucky enough to come across you on this mission. Dr. Nash would probably argue that it was fate or something like that.”  
 
    “Fate?” Natalie rolled her eyes. “Pleaaaase.”  
 
    “It’s apparently actually a real thing,” I elaborated. “Something called the ‘two-way arrow’ or something like that. Anyways, that’s beyond the point. You’re the Wayfarer of Dimension Nine-Fifty-One, Natalie. You can help me save your world, and then come back and save dozens more.”  
 
    Natalie finally uncrossed her arms and leaned back on the cot. It was obvious she was still trying to process this whole situation, and that she didn’t completely believe me.  
 
    Still… she hadn’t blown my brains out yet, so I’d say she was at least considering it.  
 
    “That’s a lot to think about,” she finally admitted. “You must understand, Hunter… this is the only life I’ve ever known. I’ve been a Scavenger since I was six years old. I’m not sure if I could just up and leave all my friends like that.”  
 
    “I’m not asking you to make the decision right now,” I explained, “just help me save your world. Help me finish my mission, and then we can talk about the rest later.”  
 
    “Your boss really gave you a shit mission to start off with,” Natalie suddenly burst out laughing. “I mean, come on… he sent a regular man into a world full of mutated humans and asked you to kill them all? Did he want you to die?”  
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” I sighed. “I know he kinda threw me right to the wolves. His thought process was that, if I could somehow pull this off, I could survive anything.”  
 
    “Not a bad thought,” the blonde woman admitted, “but I’ll make sure I do everything in my power to get you back home in one piece.”  
 
    My heart finally stopped thumping in my chest. That was exactly what I wanted to hear.  
 
    “So, you believe me?” I asked with a twinge of excitement. “And you’ll help?”  
 
    “I’m still not sure I fully believe you,” Natalie teased as she shook her head, “but I will help you out. Even if you’re somehow lying to me, it would be in the best interest for my people if the Rubberfaces were gone. But how would we even pull that off?”  
 
    I didn’t want to sound like a dick, but I’d really been hoping she would have some ideas.  
 
    “That’s what we’ve got to figure out.” I nodded. “Together. Do your people have any sort of secret emergency weapons? Like a salvaged nuke or even some firebombs or anything like that?”  
 
    “Hunter.” Natalie looked at me like I was a fool. “If the Scavengers had those sorts of weapons, don’t you think we would have used them by now?”  
 
    “Fair point,” I sighed. “So, what do you have, then?”  
 
    Natalie rubbed at her chin and stared up at the ceiling, deep in thought.  
 
    “We have two dune buggies, our boat, and lots of guns,” she offered. “And the helicopter, but that is only for emergency situations.”  
 
    “How many guns?” I pressed her. “Would there be enough for us to storm the city and try to take it back?”  
 
    “Impossible.” The blonde shook her head. “Perhaps that could have been done way back at the beginning of all this, when the Rubberfaces were still mindless creatures. But now that they know how to use weapons and strategize? They’d pick us off like flies. That’s not even taking into consideration the fact they outnumber us by the thousands. Trying to face them head-on is suicide.”  
 
    “Then we don’t take them head on… ” I pondered as the sudden realization hit me. “We lure them into a trap, just like a roach or a mouse. Then, once they’re there, we take them out in one fell swoop.”  
 
    “Not a bad idea,” Natalie noted, “but how in the fuck could we possibly lure every Rubberface into a single area? And even if we could pull that off, how do we kill so many at one time?”  
 
    “By ringing the dinner bell.” I grinned. “They’re attracted to radiation and flames, right?”  
 
    “Right… ” the woman agreed.  
 
    “So, tell me, is the old nuclear power plant still operational?” I asked. “The one we passed while we were heading back from the Fallen Lands?”  
 
    Natalie tilted her head as she tried to remember what I was talking about. Then her eyes lit up with recognition.  
 
    “That thing?” she mused. “It’s definitely not still operational. But I’m pretty sure it was one of the many nuclear plants that were voluntarily shut down.”  
 
    Voluntarily shut down?  
 
    “Is that a thing you can do here?” I gasped. “Because back in my dimension, once a nuclear plant is up and running, it’s difficult and time consuming to turn it back off.”  
 
    “That sounds annoying.” Natalie whistled. “Here in this dimension, at least, back before Doomsday, scientists were always shutting off those things and turning them back on like flicking a light switch.”  
 
    “Is that possible, Karla?” I asked the voice in my head. “Do the laws of this dimension work differently than ours?”  
 
    We’re talking about interdimensional theory here, Hunter, she chuckled. For all we know, there could be a dimension out there with sentient elephants who shoot lasers out of their trunks and keep humans as their slaves. My father and I said Dimension Nine-Fifty-One was similar to ours, not that it was a direct one-to-one copy. 
 
    “That seems like an oddly specific example,” I snorted, “but I’ll take it as a ‘yes.’” 
 
    “The plant you saw on the way here,” Natalie continued, “it was one of many shut off after Doomsday. Once people figured out the Rubberfaces were attracted to radiation, they made sure they didn’t give them any free meals. My father said they shut them all down in the hopes of keeping the Rubberfaces away.”  
 
    Suddenly, a wave of inspiration shot over me, and I hopped to my feet.  
 
    “So, what you’re saying is there’s a giant source of nuclear energy, not far from here, that’s just waiting to be reactivated?” I asked.  
 
    “I suppose.” Natalie shrugged. “But what good would activating it do? A power source that large would bring every Rubberface from the Fallen Lands here to--”  
 
    “Exactly.” I grinned. “And once we’re all there, we can cause a man-made nuclear meltdown. Those guys may feed on radiation, but they sure as hell aren’t immune to intense heat or falling rubble or shock waves. I know that for a fact.”  
 
    “That’s… That’s insane,” the blonde woman chuckled in disbelief. “That much radioactive fallout would contaminate and endanger everything within a fifty-mile radius, including our encampment.”  
 
    “But it would kill the Rubberfaces,” I reminded her. “And Dr. Nash says if they’re gone, humanity survives. Besides, you said it yourselves… the Scavengers are ready to pack up and leave at a moment’s notice. We can give them way more notice than that, and you all can be out of here before any of the craziness goes down.”  
 
    Natalie stared off into the distance as she zoned out.  
 
    “I don’t know about that, Hunter,” she muttered after a long moment. “We’ve been here for almost fifteen years. I doubt anyone’s going to want to leave if we can avoid it.”  
 
    “Come on, Natalie,” I pleaded as I got down onto one knee and took her hands in my own. “You need to understand this is for the greater good.”  
 
    She gasped at my touch, and then her face turned beet red as I looked into her eyes. Natalie’s hands were as soft as a silk feather, and I wanted to do nothing more than to just hold onto them for eternity.  
 
    “T-The greater good?” the blonde suddenly grumbled as she pulled her hand away. “You’re only in this because you’re getting paid. You are asking me and my brethren to completely uproot our way of life just so you can make a quick buck and then be on your way?”  
 
    “You know that’s not fair,” I sighed. “Sure, money may be a major motivator in this situation… but it’s not the only motivator. I want to save you and your friends, Natalie. You guys have been really, really good to me. You saved my life, and now I want to return the favor by giving your people a fresh start.”  
 
    Natalie went silent, and I could see the gears whirring around in her head as she thought about it. Her left eye squinted as she rapped on her chin and frowned. Then she finally shook her head and sighed.  
 
    “Look, Hunter,” she explained, “this plan of yours is certifiably insane. So insane that it might just work.”  
 
    “You’re in?” I grinned and clapped my hands together.  
 
    “I am.” She nodded without a hint of emotion. “But we need to talk to Marcus first. If we really want to do something this reckless, he at least needs to be in the loop. Plus, the rest of the Scavengers will listen to him. If he says we should leave this place, the others will fall into line.”  
 
    “And if he doesn’t like the plan?” I asked as I followed Natalie out of the tent.  
 
    “We’ll deal with that when we come to it,” she admitted as she looked back at me over her shoulder.  
 
    The two of us walked back across the beach, past the still-celebrating Scavengers around the fire. Several of them were passed out in the sand, while others were up on their feet dancing, singing, and hollering gleefully.  
 
    “Say,” I pondered aloud, “why wasn’t Marcus at Johnny’s Remembrance?”  
 
    “Because,” Natalie scoffed, “if you haven’t noticed, Marcus is kinda an asshole. He claims that’s what makes him a good leader, but I’ve never really bought into that line of thinking.”  
 
    Great… This was probably going to be harder than I originally thought.  
 
    Hellloooo? Karla’s voice grumbled in my head. What’s the situation, Hunter? You’ve really got to get better about keeping us informed.  
 
    “I’m sorry I’m not talking to the voice in my head more than I need to,” I shot back sarcastically. “Natalie already thinks I’m crazy. I don’t need to confirm it for her.”  
 
    I’m guessing that means she’s on board? the woman’s voice asked excitedly.  
 
    “Kinda,” I explained. “Long story short, she’s willing to help me kill the Rubberfaces. But I’m still working on getting her to come back with me.”  
 
    Rubberfaces? Karla sounded completely confused.  
 
    Oh, right… I don’t think I’d ever explained to her what a ‘Rubberface’ was.  
 
    “The mutants,” I clarified. “They call them ‘Rubberfaces’ here because their faces are all deformed and melted, almost like they’re made of rubber.”  
 
    You have a plan to wipe out the entire mutant population of Chicago? Karla gasped. I’m not going to lie, Hunter… I’m impressed.  
 
    “Don’t get ahead of yourself,” I tried to quell her expectations. “There’s still a long ways to go before we get there, and a million different things could go wrong between now and then. But I appreciate your compliment.”  
 
    It wasn’t a compliment. Karla’s voice suddenly went cold again. I was just saying you exceeded my expectations, that’s all. My father was confident you’d be able to figure it out, but I wasn’t so optimistic. So, I’m simply saying you’ve done well. 
 
    “Awww, shucks,” I teased the voice in my head. “Maybe this Pest Control Technician has more to him than meets the eye after all, huh?”  
 
    What is the plan, if I may ask?  
 
    As I walked behind Natalie, I briefly explained our idea to Karla. Once I was finished, there was radio silence on the other line.  
 
    I see what you mean, she admitted. My father calculates there are approximately ten thousand, four hundred and twenty-one variables that could factor into whether or not your idea is successful or a spectacular failure.  
 
    “I guess we’re just going to have to trust in your two-headed arrow theory, then,” I mused.  
 
    “Are you talking to the voice in your head again?” Natalie chuckled.  
 
    “She has a name, you know.” I rolled my eyes in jest.  
 
    “We’re going to need some sort of signal for when you’re talking to them,” she admitted. “If not, this is gonna get really confusing, really quickly.”  
 
    “Ohhhh,” I teased, “I could do like they do in the movies, and put my hand up against my ear whenever I’m talking to the people back at HQ.”  
 
    The blonde woman stopped in her tracks, turned around to face me, and quirked an eyebrow.  
 
    “What’s a movie?” she asked. “My parents talked about them constantly when they were still alive. Is it some sort of social group? They always said they would go together, and sometimes with other people.”  
 
    Suddenly, I felt a twinge of pain down in my very soul.  
 
    This poor girl.  
 
    She’d literally grown up in a world filled with nothing but death and destruction. Natalie didn’t have the knowledge of anything before Doomsday… None of the cardinal pleasures of life or the little things that made it worth living.  
 
    All she knew about was scavenging and surviving.  
 
    “They’re great, like stories you can actually watch play out before you,” I explained, “I’ll have to show you one when I take you back to my dimension.”  
 
    “We’ll see.” Natalie frowned. “But I wouldn’t get your hopes up if I were you.”  
 
    We eventually made it over to the stick hut where Marcus dwelled. There was scented smoke billowing from the hole at the top of the structure, a fog that was giving off the smoke of sweet sandalwood and vanilla. From inside, I could hear the sound of a creaking wood and soft grunts.  
 
    “Uhhhh, should we maybe come back later?” I asked with a chuckle. “I think he might be in the middle of something right now. I don’t know if you have ‘if the van’s a-rockin,’ don’t go a-knockin’ in this dimension, but I’m pretty sure it applies to this case right here.”  
 
    “Nonsense,” Natalie scoffed as she slipped her hand between the flaps of the door. “If we want to make our move, we can’t sit around and wait. Marcus needs to know about this right away.”  
 
    “Yeah, but--” I started, but the blonde woman was already making her move.  
 
    She threw open the door and poked her head inside, and then I heard a woman’s scream.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” Marcus’ voice hissed. “We’ve talked about this before, Natalie! You can’t just go barging into peoples’ tents like this!” 
 
    “I didn’t see anything, I swear,” Natalie snorted. “Hunter? You coming? They’re both covered up.”  
 
    Oh, lord…  
 
    I slowly slipped into the Scavenger leader’s tent and instantly saw why Marcus was so disgruntled.  
 
    The man with the slicked-back hair was clad in only a sheet around his waist, and his entire body was covered with a slick layer of sweat. Right next to him, on the cot, was a small brunette woman who clung to the blanket over her naked body like it was her only lifeline.  
 
    “Hi,” I said as I waved awkwardly. “We just had an idea we wanted to run by you… It’s pretty urgent.”  
 
    “Get out!” Marcus growled and pointed to the door. “Whatever it is, it can wait until I’m dressed, for crying out loud!”  
 
    I put up my hands and slowly stepped back toward the exit.  
 
    Natalie, however, just placed her hands on her hips and tilted her head casually.  
 
    “I don’t think you understand, Marcus,” she mused, “this is information that could potentially change our lives forever.”  
 
    “At least let me put on some pants?” the Scavenger sighed. “Please? It will literally take two seconds, if you’d just give us the room.”  
 
    “Fine,” Natalie grumbled. “I’ll be counting.”  
 
    The blonde woman and I exited the tent and then stood out in the darkness as we awaited the leader.  
 
    “I told you we should have waited,” I whispered as I looked up at the night sky.  
 
    “He was just testing out a potential mate.” The woman in the denim jacket shrugged. “It’s not like it was a big deal.”  
 
    “What do you mean ‘testing out?’” I questioned. “Is Marcus not taken?”  
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” she scoffed with a grin. “That’s one of the added perks of being the head of the Scavengers. You can test out as many mates as you want, even ones outside your own age group.”  
 
    “Wait… ” I began as my heart started racing. “Does that mean you and him… ?”  
 
    Natalie twisted her gaze over in my direction and looked like she was about to puke.  
 
    “Me and Marcus?” She stuck out her tongue and shook her head. “Eww. No! Some of the female Scavengers may not have the dignity to follow our sacred traditions, but I do. I would never give away my body so easily, especially not to somebody who was almost double my age.”  
 
    “You’re saying that in the future tense,” I chuckled. “Does that mean you’re--”  
 
    “I am,” the blonde woman grumbled. “But I don’t see how this conversation is pertinent to anything at all. What? Does your dimension look down on women whose purity is still intact?”  
 
    I could tell this topic had touched a nerve, so I didn’t want to push it any further. I quickly tried to change the subject.  
 
    “The rules of my dimension don’t matter.” I shrugged. “We’re in your dimension right now. Anyways… do you think Marcus is going to go for this plan?”  
 
    “Why wouldn’t he?” Natalie mused. “It’s the perfect opportunity to wipe out our enemies once and for all and save our people in the process. If it works, Marcus would be seen as the savior of the entire human race.”  
 
    “Ugh.” I rolled my eyes. “That dude’s already egotistical enough. I can only imagine him with a savior complex. I bet his head wouldn’t even fit on his shoulders.”  
 
    Then something happened I never thought possible. Natalie, the badass punk-rock warrior woman, laughed. It wasn’t a sarcastic or ironic laugh, either.  
 
    I may have just melted the ice queen.  
 
    As suddenly as it had started, though, Natalie snapped her mouth shut, cleared her throat, and then looked around nervously.  
 
    “What’s taking him so long?” she sighed. “He said he just needed to throw a pair of pants on.”  
 
    “Well, if it’s those leather skinny pants he was wearing earlier, he’s probably lubing up his legs first,” I joked as I tried to repeat my earlier success. “I don’t know how he even moves in those things without them blowing out.”  
 
    This time, Natalie was much more ready for it, and she didn’t so much as crack a smile.  
 
    “Funny,” she stated blankly.  
 
    The two of us stood there for a few more minutes as we waited for the Scavenger leader. We were now far enough away from the main encampment that the sounds of the celebration were little more than a faded drone. Instead, all we could hear were the calming sounds of the waves as they crashed against the sandy beach and the occasional rustling inside of the tent.  
 
    Finally, Marcus and the brunette woman emerged, both fully clothed. Marcus turned the woman so he could look her in the eyes and placed his hands on her shoulder.  
 
    “You would be a fine mate,” he announced in a ceremonious manner. “However, I must speak with my council before I make any decisions on the matter. Return to your dwelling and await further instructions.”  
 
    This must have been the Scavenger equivalent of “I’ll call you.”  
 
    The brunette woman nodded with a wide grin before she turned away and skipped off down the beach.  
 
    “Two seconds?” Natalie raised an eyebrow, and Marcus just scowled.  
 
    “There’s no need to be grumpy,” he sighed. “See? It was more than a few minutes, and the world is still here. It obviously wasn’t a life or death situation.”  
 
    “Oh, but it is,” the blonde Scavenger argued. “We have a plan that may just rid the entire Fallen Lands of its mutant menace.”  
 
    I could tell by Marcus’ expression he was skeptical, but intrigued.  
 
    “Really?” He frowned as he folded his arms over his chest. “Proceed.”  
 
    Natalie and I jumped right into the details of the plan. How we wanted to activate the nuclear plant, sabotage it, and then watch as all the Rubberfaces flocked to their demise.  
 
    “It wouldn’t have to stop there, either,” Natalie finished. “Rumor has it there are dozens of more nuclear plants across the world that were voluntarily turned off after Doomsday. If we were successful, we could spread the word, and all the people of the world would be free of those melted-fleshed bastards.”  
 
    “Natalie… ” Marcus hung his head. “It’s a noble idea. It really is. But it wouldn’t work.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I demanded. “It’s a pretty straightforward endeavor. I’ve seen life without the Rubberfaces, and it beats this by a mile.”  
 
    I wanted to tell him I already knew it would work thanks to Dr. Nash’s algorithm, but that would require me to dive into the fact I was a Wayfarer. And, as much as Natalie trusted this guy, I wasn’t sure I could just yet.  
 
    However, my words only seemed to make Marcus angry.  
 
    “My people save you off the streets, offer to let you stay in our community… ” he growled, “and you have the gall to put down our way of life?”  
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” I tried to explain. “You Scavengers seem like a great group of people, and an even better community. But think of how things would be if you didn’t have to worry about the Rubberfaces? You could explore without having to worry about getting ambushed. Hell, if they were really gone, you could even repopulate the Fallen Lands and bring it back to its former days of glory.”  
 
    “I don’t know what kind of world you lived in up there in the Tundra.” Marcus shook his head. “But your people obviously live in a state of delusion. There’s no ‘killing off the Rubberfaces.’ Don’t you think we’ve been trying to do that for decades now?”  
 
    “Hunter’s plan will work,” Natalie argued.  
 
    “How?” the Scavenger leader demanded. “Say you somehow get through the Forest of Fallout unscathed… Say you do get to the plant. Who’s going to turn it on? There are no nuclear scientists in our group.”  
 
    Again, I wanted to reassure him Karla and Dr. Nash could walk us through the process, but I couldn’t.  
 
    “I know how to reactivate it,” I lied. “Believe it or not, we had a scientist in our communities back in the Tundra.”  
 
    “How convenient.” Marcus rolled his eyes to show he didn’t believe me. “Even then, that would be pointless. You sabotage the reactor and then hightail it out of there, but then what? There’s not going to be enough time for all of the Rubberfaces to come to the plant before it explodes.”  
 
    “We wouldn’t just start a reaction and then run away,” I explained. “We’d obviously program it to operate automatically for a few days. Maybe even a few weeks. Then, once the Rubberfaces are in the general vicinity, the autopilot will shut off. And when that happens… ”  
 
    I made a “boom” motion with my hands, but he wasn’t having any of it.  
 
    “That easy, hmm?” Marcus asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “Nobody said it was going to be easy,” Natalie interjected. “That’s why we need your support, and the support of the rest of our brothers and sisters.”  
 
    For a brief moment, it looked like Marcus might have been mulling it over. Then his mouth flipped into a frown, and he shook his head slowly, as if he was trying to explain to a child they couldn’t have another piece of candy.  
 
    “Absolutely not,” he announced. “There are way too many variables, and there’s no way in Hell I’m going to send my men into the Forest of Fallout on the pipedream of a newbie who may or may not know what he’s doing. Then there’s the fallout from the meltdown, both literally and metaphorically… If that thing explodes, it’s going to irradiate the entire area for years, potentially decades. We’d have to abandon our camp and maybe even our whole way of life!”  
 
    “But it would be for the greater good, Marcus,” Natalie pleaded. “Yes, it would be an uncomfortable change, but it would be the first step in getting the world back to the way it was.”  
 
    “The world can never go back to the way it was!” Marcus barked suddenly. “The old world is gone, and this is the only way I know how to survive in the new one. If we were to do this, we’d be risking everything.”  
 
    “We’re a family, Marcus,” the blonde woman reminded him. “The Scavenger nation is a way of life, not a single location. As long as we stick together, we will survive any adversity that comes our way.”  
 
    “The answer is still ‘no,’” the man with slicked back hair repeated. “It’s dangerous, reckless, and foolish. I will not risk my men in a suicide mission, especially when we’ve lost so many good ones in the last few months.”  
 
    Natalie crossed her arms and stared her leader down.  
 
    “This is about the city, isn’t it?” she observed. “You don’t want to abandon your hometown.”  
 
    “That’s not it,” Marcus snorted.  
 
    “Yes, it is,” Natalie chuckled with frustration. “You weren’t here when the bombs went off, so now you feel like it’s your sacred duty to make sure nothing else happens to it. What a good little soldier.” 
 
    “That’s enough!” the leader hissed and narrowed his eyes. “I will not have you talk to me like that, Natalie. You may be one of our best fighters, but I’m still your leader. I said no, and that is my final word. Now, I’d suggest you both go back and celebrate with your friends while you still can. I want us to be out on the water first thing in the morning.”  
 
    Natalie went to say something, but Marcus completely blew her off. He turned around and grumbled to himself as he disappeared back into his tent, and then the two of us were left alone.  
 
    “Fucker,” the blonde woman mumbled underneath her breath.  
 
    Everything good over there? Karla chuckled. According to your vitals, you’re about a minute away from having a brain aneurysm.  
 
    “The Scavenger leader isn’t going for our plan,” I explained to Miss Nash. “In fact, he thinks we’re both idiots for even suggesting it.”  
 
    That’s a shame, Karla sighed. You could have really used a few more men for this one.  
 
    “You’re telling me,” I agreed. “I guess we could try again tomorrow? Maybe he’ll be in a better mood if we’re not interrupting his mating session.”  
 
    Suddenly, Natalie motioned for me to follow her. We walked a few feet down the shore, and when we were finally out of the earshot of Marcus, the blonde woman leaned in close.  
 
    “Tell the voice in your head we won’t need to try again tomorrow,” Natalie interjected. “We’re going tonight.”  
 
    “Beg pardon?” I chuckled. “The power plant is many miles away. Even if we started walking right now, we wouldn’t get there until at least tomorrow evening. And what about the Forest of Fallout? I don’t know what that is, but your leader made it sound like it wasn’t a place you wanted to be without backup.”  
 
    “I saw how we worked together back in the Fallen Lands,” Natalie reminded me. “It wasn’t pretty, but we overcame terrible odds and made it back safely. Sure, it’s not ideal to go off alone… but if anyone can do it alone, I think it’d be us.”  
 
    Let me guess, Karla’s voice spoke up, she’s trying to convince you to go right now?  
 
    “Yup,” I confirmed.  
 
    Good girl, Miss Nash snickered. I’m liking her more and more by the minute.  
 
    I didn’t know… this sounded like a really dangerous mission. And, as much as I trusted Natalie’s skills and Karla’s guidance, going into it literally in the dark with only two people sounded like it was beyond risky.  
 
    Then again, what choice did we have?  
 
    Marcus made it obvious he wasn’t interested, and I doubted anything short of a miracle would change that. Sure, we could probably round up a few more members of the Scavengers and get them to come along, but that would just draw the attention of their leader.  
 
    I could tell I was already on thin ice with this guy, and pissing him off even more was probably not a good idea, even if Natalie did have my back.  
 
    “I guess we don’t really have another choice, do we?” I shrugged.  
 
    “If we head back to my quarters, we should be able to scrounge all the supplies we’ll need.” Natalie nodded. “I doubt we’ll be gone for longer than twenty-four hours, so we should only need to pack the essentials.”  
 
    “Twenty-four hours?” I questioned. “It’s gonna take us at least that long just to get there on foot.”  
 
    “That’s why we’re not going by foot, Hunter.” Natalie just rolled her eyes and grinned excitedly. “We’re going to steal a vehicle.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    “Aren’t your people like, badass warriors?” I chuckled nervously as Natalie and I made our way back to her tent. “I love your gusto… but isn’t stealing one of their precious modes of transportation and pissing them off a really bad idea?”  
 
    “It is, but how would they be able to catch us?” Natalie joked with a sly smirk. “You said it yourself. We can’t walk to the plant, or we’d be walking forever. And if we were to move on foot, the rest of the Scavengers would be able to catch up to us in no time.”  
 
    I guess she had a point. If you asked me to bet money on a race between a man and a dune buggy, I’d go for the dune buggy every time. Hell, even Usain Bolt couldn’t outrun one of those things.  
 
    Eventually, we arrived back at Natalie’s punk-rock, patch-covered tent, and she threw back the door and marched inside while I awkwardly waited for her out on the sandy beach. Finally, the blonde woman poked her head back out.  
 
    “For fuck’s sake, Hunter,” she sighed, “you don’t need an invitation to come inside.”  
 
    Oh, right. I guess “knocking” and “personal space” also weren’t things the Nuclear Generation practiced.  
 
    I wandered into the Scavenger’s tent and then tried my best not to be nosy. Out of the corner of my eyes, I could see Natalie kept everything inside of her dwelling nice and tidy and packed away.  
 
    The walls of her tent were decorated with the same gaudy patches as the outside. Two battered mannequins stood next to the woman’s bed, each one dressed with an outfit that looked like it was ripped straight out of a Hot Topic. A simple cot with a blanket sat at the far edge of the tent, while the rest of the perimeter was lined with ammo boxes.  
 
    “Are you… stockpiling bullets in here?” I gasped.  
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” the blonde woman chuckled as she bent over and flipped open one of the large metal tins. “I use these for storage after they’re empty. It really fits with my aesthetic, huh?”  
 
    Couldn’t argue there.  
 
    As Natalie rummaged through one of the longer boxes, my eyes wandered up her long, slender legs until they finally came to a halt on her firm ass. She was still in her combat pants, but they were so tight against her curves that I thought she was going to pop out of them at any moment.  
 
    Finally, the blonde woman came up with two small, torn-up blue backpacks. She tossed one of them over at my feet and then nodded for me to pick it up.  
 
    “There’s a supply house just north of my tent,” she explained as she slung her backpack over her shoulder. “It’s the one-story building with the crumbling green siding. Gather up all the supplies you can think of, and then meet me back here in an hour.”  
 
    “Wait,” I questioned, “they’re not gonna just let me waltz in there and take anything I want, are they?”  
 
    “You’ve still got a lot to learn, Hunter,” Natalie mused. “The door will be unlocked, and there aren’t any guards there at all. Scavengers don’t really give a damn about our generic supplies. A roll of toilet paper or a can of beans is shared with the community since we can always go out and scavenge some more. Now, if you tried to steal one of William’s vodka bottles or one of Marcus’ paintings? That would be another story.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t dream of it,” I chuckled as I pulled the dirty fabric of the backpack strap over my arm. “Where are you going?”  
 
    “I hate to be the bearer of bad news.” Natalie grinned. “But I get the fun job. I’m going to the armory to pick up all the weapons and ammunition we could need.”  
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” I agreed. “One hour?”  
 
    “One hour,” Natalie confirmed, and then she motioned for me to head out.  
 
    I flung the other strap over my shoulder, twisted around, and pulled the rucksack against my back tightly. Then I stepped out of the tent and back out under the night sky.  
 
    I could see the house Natalie was referring to off in the distance. The sickly lime-green siding had certainly seen better days, but it still had just enough of a glimmer that its color shone through the darkness.  
 
    It was almost like a tacky green lighthouse.  
 
    I ambled up the beach until I eventually hit the spot where the sandy ground turned into overgrown grass and dirt.  
 
    The supply house itself looked like it was in dire need of a good gardener. Vines curled all the way up the home’s porch beams, and the grass of the yard was so tall it nearly came up to my knees. There were also what appeared to be tangled heaps of wild bushes all around its perimeter.  
 
    The roof of the house’s porch was completely caved in, and nearly all of the dwelling’s windows were shattered. Natalie was right, though. The front door was ajar, an open invitation for me to come in and take anything I wanted.  
 
    According to Natalie, we had to go across the coastline and then pass through a thick forest to get to the power plant. And, if my calculations were correct, we’d probably need to hunker down for the night at some point.  
 
    That meant I needed supplies to build a shelter.  
 
    I’d seen it a million times on those survivalist shows I watched, and I’d even practiced it in my backyard a few times when I was really bored.  
 
    All it took was some sort of structural support, a simple covering to keep the elements off our backs, and some sort of rope to tie it all together.  
 
    We’d also need the essentials for night travel… Flashlights, lanterns, or glow sticks, matches and kindling to start a fire… Some sort of cooking supplies, whether that was just a simple metal grate to toss over the fire or a cast iron skillet, along with some utensils for stirring and eating. Obviously, if we needed to take cooking supplies, we were also gonna need something to cook.  
 
    Surely there would be some sort of canned goods I could take along with us. I really didn’t feel like hunting, especially when I didn’t know what was out there.  
 
    Then there was the bedding. Unless we wanted to sleep on the hard, rocky ground, we’d need some sort of cots or sleeping bags or at least a blanket or two. Even if we had something as simple as some sticks tied together with twine, it’d be more comfortable than just laying down on the ground.  
 
    Last, but certainly not least, we needed bug spray. I would never, ever go out into the deep woods without a trusty can of bug spray, unless I intended to be eaten alive.  
 
    As I slid into the house, I realized I couldn’t see anything. So, I instinctively tried to turn on the light switch, but all I got was the click of the eroding plastic.  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    I felt around blindly inside of the door frame for a moment in the hopes I’d find another switch or a candle or something. Then my hand brushed past a long, cold metal cylinder.  
 
    A flashlight.  
 
    I snatched it from its holder on the wall, ran my finger up the metal until I found the rubber button, and then clicked it on.  
 
    A soft beam of light cut through the darkness like a hot knife through butter and illuminated the wall straight in front of me. Then I slowly began to move the light around as I took in my surroundings.  
 
    The Scavengers had converted the entire interior of this house for optimal storage. There were rusted metal shelves lined up all around the walls, and then a few more were pulled out into the center to make up a series of “aisles.”  
 
    It was like a post-apocalyptic Walmart. Only maybe a tad classier.  
 
    The rope was the easiest thing to find, since the entire shelf on the back wall was covered with it. Yarn, twine, nylon, and elastic string littered the racks along with several other types of cord I wasn’t familiar with. Eventually, I snatched up one spool of twine and one of nylon and tossed them into the backpack. The bug spray was right next to the ropes, too, though I could see most of the cans were half-used.  
 
    There didn’t seem to be any blankets, pillows, or any sort of things that could be used for a makeshift bed. I assumed those materials didn’t hold up as well in the face of nuclear apocalypse, so anything they had was probably out in the Scavenger’s own dwellings.  
 
    I guess we were sleeping on the ground.  
 
    There was a large shelf filled with canned goods, instant noodles, essential baking ingredients, and military-style rations at the west end of the house, and I made sure to snatch up a few cans for the road. I also picked up a few essentials that would be multi-use, such as baking soda, salt, and cornstarch. Then I grabbed a small skillet whose handle folded in on itself, two spoons, and a large metal canteen.  
 
    My last stop on my Scavenger shopping spree was the fire-starting section, where I picked up a ton of what looked like dryer lint, some matches, and two metal zippo lighters. There was also a small horde of flashlights on the shelf above, so I quickly slipped them into the bag along with their corresponding batteries.  
 
    My backpack was now fairly heavy, but I figured I had just about everything we could possibly need for a simple overnight trip.  
 
    However, as I was leaving, I saw something I simply couldn’t resist.  
 
    There, hanging on the wall, was an entrenching tool. Or, as the military liked to call it, an “E-Tool.”  
 
    The model before me was the foldable kind, one that could be used as a shovel, a saw, and even a pick. And, if things became truly dire… it could also be used as a weapon.  
 
    It was sitting next to the rest of the shovels and digging tools completely unfolded, which made me think the Scavengers simply didn’t know what they had.  
 
    I’d always wanted one of these things, and there was no way I was going to pass this up. So, I grabbed the E-tool from its hanger, folded it up, and slid it into my already overstuffed bag.  
 
    Once I was all done in the supply house, I made my way back down to Natalie’s tent. When I finally got there, I saw the blonde woman was already waiting for me with her hands sassily placed on her hips. The Scavenger had changed clothes, and my jaw nearly hit the sand when I saw her.  
 
    Natalie now wore a pair of daisy duke jean shorts that had been ripped to hell and then repaired with multi-colored denim patches. The shorts matched her patched-up, sleeveless jean vest, the same one she’d been wearing before.  
 
    However, her top was what really got to me.  
 
    The blonde woman now had on what appeared to be a one-piece bathing suit, a sleek black number with a neckline that plunged all the way down to her bellybutton. Natalie’s perky breasts were covered only by a thin strip of leather on both sides, and her cleavage was a sight to behold. The entire garment was held against her body by a taut metal chain that ran around the back of her neck and attached itself to the fabric just above her breasts. Natalie also wore a pair of knee-high leather boots that clung against her soft skin.  
 
    “What?” the woman mused with a raised eyebrow. “That other set of clothes was dirty. I needed to change into something more appropriate for this journey.”  
 
    If this was “more appropriate,” then I really didn’t want to see what was inappropriate.  
 
    “You kept the vest, I see,” I joked.  
 
    “Of course I did.” Natalie shook her head. “I don’t go anywhere without this thing. It’s been my signature look since I was a teenager. But enough about our fashion choices… Did you get the supplies?”  
 
    “I’ve got everything we could need right here in the bag,” I explained. “How about you?”  
 
    Without saying another word, Natalie made a sudden motion and then flipped a large gun attached to a strap around her body and into her hands.  
 
    I recognized it instantly as an AK-47. Its stock, handguard, and pistol grip were made out of wood that was surprisingly still sturdy, considering the condition of the rest of the world, but then again, AKs were known for being indestructible.  
 
    “You tell me,” Natalie teased as she looked the gun over. “This thing may be old as shit, but it’ll get the job done.”  
 
    “That’s funny,” I mused, “because from where I come from, that’s one of the models, some armies still use.”  
 
    “Seriously?” the blonde woman questioned. “I just assumed you came from the same time period as me, just on a different timeline.”  
 
    “What year is it here?” I questioned.  
 
    “We quit counting a few years after Doomsday,” Natalie explained nonchalantly. “What year is it where you’re from?”  
 
    “Two-thousand and twenty,” I admitted with a shrug. “Karla said this timeline and dimension was just a few months ahead of mine.” 
 
    “Huh.” Natalie grinned. “I wonder how old you are in this universe?”  
 
    “In this universe, I’m probably dead,” I laughed. “If I even exist in this universe. The people who sent me here really didn’t explain the whole ‘parallel universe’ concept very well.”  
 
    “That’s a shame,” Natalie chuckled as she threw the AK back over her shoulder. “Because I have a million questions I want to ask.”  
 
    “And I have approximately zero answers,” I sighed.  
 
    Then Natalie pulled the backpack over her shoulder, unzipped it, and produced a black Beretta M9. She flipped the gun in her hands so she was holding it by the barrel and held it out for me to take.  
 
    “For you.” She nodded. “I figured I’d start you out small, and then we’ll see what you can handle from there.”  
 
    “Wow,” I teased as I took the pistol from her, “you are aware I was the one who fought off all the mutants with the minigun, right?”  
 
    “I am.” Natalie shrugged. “But it is much easier to kill your targets when they’re huddled into a crowd, and with a gun that fires six-thousand rounds per minute. That isn’t always going to be the case, Hunter.”  
 
    “I know that,” I admitted. “I’m just saying you should have a little more faith in me. I used to go to the firing range back home all the time, so I kinda know my way around a pistol.”  
 
    “A firing range?” the blonde woman questioned.  
 
    “Oh… I guess you probably don’t have too many of those out here, huh?” I laughed awkwardly. “It’s a place where people can go to test out all sorts of guns on stationary, non-living targets.”  
 
    Suddenly, Natalie burst out laughing.  
 
    “You’re pulling my chain, right?” she guffawed. “What good does that do you? How many enemies do you have who just stand there motionless and let you shoot at them?”  
 
    “It’s better than nothing,” I argued. 
 
    Natalie recomposed herself and then nodded.  
 
    “I’ll give you that,” the blonde woman relented. “If we come across any stationary targets, I’ll let you handle them. You’re the expert, after all.”  
 
    Were my ears deceiving me, or was Natalie… flirting with me?  
 
    “Will do.” I saluted back to the Scavenger. “Though, I will admit, I usually only hit the outer edges of the outline… ”  
 
    “I suppose that’s good enough for now.” She shrugged. “Normally, I’d ask William and Harrison to come along, but I don’t think they’re going to be doing anybody any good in their current states of inebriation.”  
 
    I glanced over toward the roaring fire at the center of the camp and saw the distant outlines of the two loyal Scavengers. William and Harrison had locked arms and were stumbling around as they tried to dance and sing a merry song.  
 
    Yeah… If this mission required stealth, they probably weren’t the right ones to bring along.  
 
    “You sure?” I chuckled softly. “They’d definitely help lighten the mood.”  
 
    “They’d get in the way,” Natalie stated matter-of-factly. “Even if they somehow were sobered up by morning, they’d be far too hungover to be of any benefit. As much as I hate to go off with just the two of us, it’ll have to do for now.”  
 
    “Did you snatch up anything else from the armory?” I questioned. “Or do you think this is all we can carry?”  
 
    “This will be important.” Natalie rustled around inside of the backpack and then came back up with a small black leather holster covered with metal studs. “Here.”  
 
    I took the holster from the Scavenger, fastened the clips to my waistband, and then slid the Beretta inside.  
 
    “Is there anything else that you-” I began, but Natalie cut me off with the wave of her hand.  
 
    “I picked up another pistol and holster for myself,” the blonde woman explained, “but, other than that, it’s all ammo. I wasn’t sure what you could handle, so I just stuck with the Beretta.”  
 
    “Can’t we just go back and grab a shotgun or another AK or something?” I questioned.  
 
    “No time.” Natalie shook her head. “How did you do on supplies?”  
 
    “Just call me Survivorman,” I chuckled and patted the bag. “Because the things in this bag are going to help us through whatever we run into out there in the wilderness.”  
 
    “Then we should be on our ways.” Natalie nodded firmly. “The night is young, and we still need a vehicle.”  
 
    The Scavenger tossed the bag onto her back and then headed toward the far end of the encampment. When we finally got to the pier where the nautical transport was located, she threw up her hand and silently ordered me to stop.  
 
    In the moonlight, I could see there were two men stationed at the edge of the boat’s stern. Both of them were dressed in long black trench coats and brandished shotguns in their arms, and more importantly, they both looked like dudes we didn’t want to be messing with.  
 
    This might not be as easy as I had hoped. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    “What do we do here?” I questioned under my breath. “Should we try to sneak out into the water and swim around them?”  
 
    “Swim?” Natalie gasped. “In this lake? Do you have any idea what sort of mutated, horrific creatures live down in its depths? They make the Rubberfaces look tame by comparison.”  
 
    “Okayyyyy… ” I noted. “Then do we try to knock them out?”  
 
    “Just follow my lead.” The blonde woman rolled her eyes. “And let me do the talking. I don’t even know if those guys know who you are yet.”  
 
    The Scavenger woman stood from our hiding spot, brushed herself off, and then marched toward the pier.  
 
    I was right behind her, but my heart was hammering in my chest as we approached the two men and their deadly weapons. Then I heard the shotgun rack, and I froze in place.  
 
    “Identify yourselves,” a cold, emotionless voice demanded.  
 
    “It’s just me.” Natalie raised both her hands into the air. “Natalie Carr.”  
 
    “And him?” the guard grunted and motioned toward me.  
 
    “This is Hunter,” she explained. “He’s the survivor I picked up in the Fallen Lands.”  
 
    The man on the left didn’t seem relieved to hear my identity.  
 
    “This guy, heh?” he slurred in a nasally voice, and I realized these guys were slightly drunk. “John was one of my best pals, you know… He died saving a punk like you?”  
 
    “It wasn’t his fault,” Natalie argued. “If anything, it was mine. I was the one who crashed the dune buggy.”  
 
    “It’s nobody’s fault,” I interjected, “other than the Rubberfaces, of course.”  
 
    “Shut up!” the guard barked. “I don’t wanna even look at your face right now. What the fuck are you two doing all the way out here in the middle of the night? Looking for a quiet place to rattle each other’s bones?”  
 
    “With this guy?” the other man scoffed. “Natalie, you could do so much better… ”  
 
    “That’s not why we’re here!” Natalie retorted. “We left some supplies on the buggy, and I wanted to retrieve them before the next patrol goes out.”  
 
    “That’s it?” the man with the nasally voice scoffed. “The next patrol doesn’t go out until tomorrow afternoon. Why are you here in the middle of the fucking night? It makes you look really suspicious, ya know… ”  
 
    “Yeah,” the second guard agreed. “Taking a stranger out onto our boat in the middle of the night? What are you trying to pull?”  
 
    “Other than his dick?” the first guard snickered.  
 
    “I’m not--” Natalie growled, but then she took a deep breath and recomposed herself. “I just need the supplies from the buggy. Hunter’s only been with us for a few hours, so he doesn’t even have a cot or tent to sleep in.”  
 
    “Not our problem.” The second man shrugged. “You were the ones who decided to party the night away instead of setting him up with a dwelling like a responsible adult.”  
 
    “I am a responsible adult!” the blonde woman spat. “I was celebrating the life of our fallen brother. What were you two ‘responsible adults’ doing during that time, hmm? Drinking out here alone and jerking each other off in the hull?”  
 
    “We were tasked with guarding our ship,” the second guard hissed. “You know, so that nobody stole our precious cargo out from under us?”  
 
    Uff-dah. I could see this situation was quickly getting out of control, and it was about to boil over if I didn’t intervene.  
 
    I may not have known much about the Scavenger way of life or their daily routines or anything like that, but there was one thing all my years of pest control had prepared me for.  
 
    How to deal with angry customers who were seconds away from tearing my head off.  
 
    “Whoa, whoaaaaaa,” I said as I put on my best “customer service” voice and stepped in between Natalie and the guard. “Let’s all just simmer down here. Surely we don’t need to resort to screaming at each other?”  
 
    Both the guards and Natalie went silent as they looked at each other with perplexed eyes. A long moment passed where nobody said a word, until the man on the right finally spoke up.  
 
    “Is this guy serious?” he asked Natalie as he gestured to me with his thumb.  
 
    “When it comes to defusing potential problems between coworkers,” I played it up, “I’m always serious.”  
 
    “Hunter?” Natalie whispered. “What are you--”  
 
    “Co-workers?” the man on the left scoffed. “This guy and me? I’m a fucking Scavenger General. I’m two whole ranks ahead of this guy here.”  
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” the other guard demanded. “We do the same shit night after night, together. You think just because you got some fancy-ass title you’re better than me?”  
 
    “I never said ‘better.’” The first man shrugged. “Just more qualified, that’s all.”  
 
    “What the fuck, dude?” the man on the right growled.  
 
    “You know, gentlemen… ” I continued my diffusive charade, “if there’s some confusion as to who’s got authority over who, you might want to go talk to Marcus. He could sort this all out for you once and for all.”  
 
    “Are you trying to pull one over on us?” the left guard demanded as he narrowed his eyes at me. “You think we’re a buncha idiots?”  
 
    “I would never imply that,” I lied as I put my hands up and shook my head as sincerely as I could. “I’m just saying that, when you have an organization as hierarchical as the Scavengers, things can get a little confusing from time to time… ”  
 
    I gave Natalie’s shoulder a quick nudge and hoped she’d play along.  
 
    After she shot me a scowl that could peel paint, the blonde woman must have realized what I was trying to do.  
 
    “You know… I’m technically a Scavenger Quartermaster,” she explained. “I out-rank both of you, so neither of you guys should be questioning me.”  
 
    Quartermaster outranks General? This really was a strange dimension.  
 
    “Uh-uh, Natalie.” The man on the right shook his head. “You’re not getting through, no matter how many of your fancy credentials you flash in our faces. Marcus told us to guard the boat, so that’s what we’re doing.”  
 
    “So, you guys just listen to everything Marcus says?” I tried to fish for a solution. “Without question.”  
 
    “Duh,” the guard scoffed. “You really still got a lot to learn, stranger.”  
 
    “You’re in luck, then,” I admitted. “Because Marcus is the one who told us to retrieve the stuff from the dune buggy. It’s apparently very important to him.”  
 
    The guards looked skeptical, but there was something else plastered onto their stupid faces.  
 
    Fear. Just name-dropping the Scavenger leader was enough to make them reconsider our suggestion.  
 
    “Why didn’t you start with that?” the left guard asked as he frowned at me suspiciously.  
 
    “It’s the golden rule of negotiating,” I chuckled, “don’t name drop until you absolutely have to. It makes you look desperate.”  
 
    “He needs the stuff in that dune buggy,” Natalie pleaded. “It’s very important.”  
 
    “What is it, then?” the man on the right questioned. “I can go get it for ya if it’s really so important.”  
 
    Dang. That didn’t work out as well as I’d hoped.  
 
    “Marcus was very adamant we were the ones to deliver it to him,” Natalie lied. “If you’d just--”  
 
    “And you will deliver it to him,” the guard snorted. “But Joey here’s gonna be the one who grabs it off the vehicle. You know the rules, Natalie. Nobody enters the boat at night.”  
 
    I could see Natalie was fuming underneath her faux calm demeanor. She was ready to just snap and beat the crap out of both these guys, and I needed to intervene before we got into a scuffle we might not win.  
 
    “Look,” I sighed and feigned annoyance, “I know you’re just trying to do your jobs, but so are we. Marcus wanted us to be the only ones to handle the precious cargo in that dune buggy, and we’re not going to let anyone else touch it. So, please, just let us do what we need to do, and we can all walk away happy. More importantly, Marcus can walk away happy.”  
 
    “You remember what happens when Marcus isn’t happy… ” Natalie reminded the guards.  
 
    Both of the men looked at each other and gulped. Finally, the one named Joey let out a deep sigh.  
 
    “Looks like we got ourselves a Texas-style standoff here,” he observed. “Tell you what… You guys all stay right here, and I’ll go talk to Marcus. Then, once I get the okay straight from the source, I’ll consider letting you on board.”  
 
    “Fine,” Natalie huffed. 
 
    It wasn’t what we had hoped for, but it was a start.  
 
    Joey continued to grumble to himself as he wandered past us and headed down the pier.  
 
    It’d take him a little bit to get to Marcus’ dwelling, but the clock had now started.  
 
    Think, Hunter… I guess if killing them with kindness and name-dropping the manager didn’t work, I was gonna have to go full-on manipulative.  
 
    “Why are you letting him go?” I demanded as I turned back to the remaining guard. “You know what he’s going to do, right? He’s going straight to Marcus, and then he’s going to promptly throw you under the bus.”  
 
    “That’s right!” Natalie played along. “Joey’s always looking out for himself. That’s why he’s never been promoted at any point in his career. I’m sure he’s thinking up some convoluted story that will get all three of us into trouble.”  
 
    “Then it’s a good thing you guys are here to back up my claims, huh?” The man raised an eyebrow, unphased by the threat.  
 
    “You think we’re going to back up your claim?” I laughed. “Dude, Natalie and I are screwed either way. It’s just a matter of if you want us to take you down with us.”  
 
    “I mean, you did offer to let us on the boat, after all… ” The blonde woman shrugged.  
 
    The Scavenger’s shotgun quickly raised to attention and aimed straight at Natalie’s face.  
 
    “You think you’re gonna be able to get away with framing me?” he growled. “The Scavenger Council will see straight through your bullshit.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t dream of it.” Natalie grinned. “Now this, on the other hand--”  
 
    The blonde woman grabbed the barrel of the shotgun, tossed it to the side, and then kicked the guard square in the stomach. As he doubled over in pain, Natalie threw her hands onto the back of his head and then brought it down hard against her knee.  
 
    Blood shot from the man’s nose as he recoiled in agony and stumbled backward. Before he could reorient himself, though, Natalie spun around and delivered a roundhouse kick to the side of his head.  
 
    The man’s eyes rolled back in his head as he collapsed to the ground, and his gun slid across the deck harmlessly.  
 
    “Here,” Natalie mused as she scooped the weapon off the ground. “You wanted something with a little more firepower, right?”  
 
    The Scavenger handed me the gun and then motioned for me to keep moving.  
 
    As I walked past the fallen guard, I nudged him gently with my foot. He was still breathing, but he was out cold.  
 
    “Uh… Is he going to be alright?” I asked with a gulp.  
 
    “He’ll be fine,” Natalie snorted as she walked further onto the deck, “but he’s going to have a splitting headache when he wakes up in a few minutes.”  
 
    “A few minutes?” I gasped. “Will that be enough time?”  
 
    “It has to be,” she admitted with a sigh. “Now, help me find the keys. Usually, we leave them in the boat or with the guards.”  
 
    “What are we taking?” I questioned as I looked around at the vehicles before us. “You know, if we took the chopper, we could probably completely bypass the forest completely.”  
 
    “Not a chance,” Natalie argued. “Like I told you before, the chopper is only for emergencies. We may be stealing a vehicle, but I’m not leaving my brethren out to dry.”  
 
    “So, I guess that means the entire boat is out of the question too, huh?” I noted, and Natalie’s stern glare gave me a silent answer.  
 
    “We’re taking a dune buggy,” she reaffirmed and nodded to the body in front of me. “Preferably the one that’s not damaged. But we can’t do anything if we don’t have the damn keys.”  
 
    “Oh, right,” I chuckled as I looked down at the unconscious guard.  
 
    I squatted down and slipped my hand into the guard’s pockets. However, all I found were a few cigarettes, a pack of chewing gum, and a small locket with the picture of another Scavenger inside of it.  
 
    No keys.  
 
    “They’re not on him,” I called out.  
 
    “Fuck!” Natalie shot back from inside the tiny garage. “They’re not in the ignition, either. They were probably with Joey.”  
 
    Well, crap.  
 
    “What happens if Marcus and the gang get here before we have a chance to escape?” I questioned, even though I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer.  
 
    “It depends on how pissed off he is,” the Scavenger explained nonchalantly. “If it’s one of his good days, he might lock us in the sauna tent for the night. But if he’s in a bad mood? Well… I don’t even want to think about what’ll happen if he’s in one of his bad moods.”  
 
    Great.  
 
    The timer continued to tick down. If we didn’t move quickly, we were going to have the entire camp of Scavengers breathing down our necks. And, if Natalie’s warning to the guards was any indication, having a pissed off Marcus coming after us was the last thing we needed.  
 
    Then it hit me. Karla.  
 
    “Karla!” I hissed and hoped the voice in my head could hear me.  
 
    I was wondering when you’d come asking for my help again, the woman’s voice answered coyly.  
 
    “Haha,” I grumbled. “Do you know how to hotwire a vehicle?”  
 
    Hunter, my father’s been training me for Doomsday scenarios since I was seven years old, she mused. I could hotwire a moped in my sleep if you asked me to.  
 
    “A simple ‘yes’ would have been enough,” I muttered. “How about a dune buggy? Can you walk me through how to hotwire one of those?”  
 
    I can certainly try, she promised. Dune buggies are actually one of the least complicated things to hotwire, mostly because their wires are left pretty exposed.  
 
    I dashed over to the vehicle Natalie was standing beside, and then I quickly fell down to my knees, took the bag off my shoulder, and retrieved the flashlight from within. Then I used the light to look up underneath the dash, and sure enough, all of the wires were there, protected by absolutely nothing.  
 
    “I see the wires,” I announced to Karla. “What do I do from here?”  
 
    Detach the cluster of wires from the steering column, she explained.  
 
    I reached up, grabbed the small piece of white plastic that attached to the ignition switch from behind, and yanked it free of its harness.  
 
    “There are only three wires,” I tried to describe what I was seeing. “A red, a black, and a purple.”  
 
    Wow, that’s the model they have? Karla chuckled to herself. These people would be so easy to rob.  
 
    “Focus, Karla,” I growled.  
 
    “What are you doing, Hunter?” Natalie snapped behind my back. “They’re going to be here any minute!” 
 
    “Working on it!” I hissed back. “Keep talking, Karla… ”  
 
    You’ll want to cut them free of their current arrangement, strip all three of them, and then twist the purple and red ones together, the woman in my head continued.  
 
    “Natalie, do you have a knife?” I asked the Scavenger beside me.  
 
    Natalie reached down into the pocket of her shorts, fumbled around for a moment, and then pulled out a small pocket knife.  
 
    “Will this work?” she asked. “It’s serrated.”  
 
    I nodded and then grabbed the blade.  
 
    I unfolded the knife and then cut off the three wires, one-by-one, and my hands were shaking like mad as I trimmed the rubber casing off each one, careful not to let the wires slip through my sweaty palms.  
 
    Surely, by now Joey had spoken to Marcus. It was only a matter of time before they would send their men to the boat, and then we would be royally screwed.  
 
    Once the copper wires underneath were exposed, I twisted the purple and red together.  
 
    “Alright, now what?” I asked the disembodied voice in my head.  
 
    You’re almost there, Karla stated flatly. Now that you’ve got that… just tap the exposed part of the black wire to the exposed part of the red wire. But only tap it quickly. If you hold them together for too long, it’ll overload the battery.  
 
    “Oh, shit!” Natalie gasped and pulled her AK into her hands. “They’re coming, Hunter!”  
 
    Here goes nothing… 
 
    I tapped the wires together, and sparks flew as the dune buggy’s engine turned over.  
 
    But it only turned over once.  
 
    “It didn’t work!” I hissed.  
 
    Try it again.  
 
    “Hunter… ” There was now a twinge of fear in Natalie’s voice.  
 
    I slapped the wires together once more.  
 
    More sparks, but no engine.  
 
    “Still nothing!” I gasped.  
 
    Keep trying until you get it! Karla ordered.  
 
    The next time I touched the wires, the engine roared to life, and for a brief second, I felt a wave of relief wash over me. Then the engine died, and my relief turned to despair.  
 
    “I’m gonna have to fight them off,” Natalie gulped as she cocked her rifle and aimed toward the beach. “They’re almost here.”  
 
    “Come on, you little bitch… ” I grumbled. “Work!”  
 
    This time, I slammed the two slivers of copper together so hard I worried they’d break, and sparks flew out of the wires as the engine turned over and then roared to life.  
 
    This time, it stayed alive.  
 
    “Yes!” I fist-pumped into the air.  
 
    “Celebrate later,” Natalie commanded as she pushed me out of the way.  
 
    The blonde woman threw the rifle back over her shoulder, jumped up into the driver’s seat, and then positioned herself firmly behind the wheel.  
 
    Meanwhile, I dashed over to the other side, hopped into the second chair, and fastened my seatbelt.  
 
    Did it work? Karla asked.  
 
    “It worked,” I confirmed, “but we’re not out of the woods yet.”  
 
    And that was the truth. Off in the distance, I could see the outlines of a large group of Scavengers making their way to the pier.  
 
    “Don’t be intimidated by their gunshots,” Natalie warned. “They’ll be shooting to injure, not to kill.”  
 
    As if that made it any better.  
 
    Natalie slammed her foot down on the gas pedal, and the dune buggy’s wheels screeched against the deck of the ship. The next thing I knew, the vehicle launched forward like a bat out of hell.  
 
    That’s when the gunshots started.  
 
    All throughout the shore, muzzle flares flashed throughout the darkness, accompanied by thunderous booms.  
 
    I could hear the bullets whistling past our position as we shot forward, but Natalie held her ground.  
 
    Sand sprayed into the air as we hit the beach, and Natalie whipped the vehicle to the right and sent us drifting straight toward the rest of the Scavengers.  
 
    “Return fire!” she ordered. “But try not to hit anyone.”  
 
    “That doesn’t make any s--”  
 
    “Just do it!” the driver repeated.  
 
    So, I hoisted up the shotgun, aimed it at the feet of the nearest Scavenger, and squeezed the trigger.  
 
    The ground cratered in the spot where I’d fired, and the man fell back onto his ass.  
 
    “They’re really pissed!” he cried out.  
 
    I fired off the gun again and saw my shot splash into the water of the lake.  
 
    Just then, there was a quick buzzing sound as another bullet zipped past my head. It struck the pole above me and sent sparks flying in every direction.  
 
    “Careful, you idiot!” I heard Marcus’ voice scream. “That’s our only functional land vehicle!”  
 
    The bullets hissed past us as we shot down the shore of Lake Michigan. Within a few seconds, we passed through the camp, past the roaring inferno and what remained of the celebration. Finally, we got far enough away that the gunshots stopped, and there was nothing in front of us but darkness.  
 
    Our headlines illuminated the area before us, but not much else.  
 
    “Home free,” I sighed as I leaned back and lowered the gun to my side. “That was too close for comfort.”  
 
    “Don’t get too comfortable,” Natalie warned. “I fear what lies ahead more than anything Marcus and the Scavengers could do to us.”  
 
    Great.  
 
    It sounded like the danger was just getting started. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Natalie and I drove in silence for the next hour of our journey. Or, at least, as silent as it could be when adrenaline had my heart hammering through my eardrums.  
 
    We stayed along the beach the entire time, since we knew the nuclear plant was located somewhere along the coast. Abandoned, rotting beach houses that were further up on the shore passed by as we drove, and every now and again, we’d drive by a spot with beach showers or single-building restrooms. A few times, I swore I saw something moving out of the corner of my eye, but I didn’t dare take a second look.  
 
    “You know,” I spoke up as we drove through an area that obviously used to be a commercial beach, “in my dimension, spots like this were the place to be.”  
 
    “Really?” Natalie asked with a raised eyebrow. “Your people enjoyed coming out to this desolate area, where no crops can grow and the sun makes the ground turn to fire on a daily basis?”  
 
    “We didn’t live here,” I chuckled. “We came to the beach for fun. You know… an escape from everyday life.”  
 
    “Was your life really so bad?” the Scavenger questioned. “I live on the beach and, let me tell you… it’s awful.”  
 
    “See, people back from where I’m from would kill to live on the beach,” I admitted. “In fact, the property values were so ridiculously high around here that you basically had to be independently wealthy to own a place right on the lake. That, or you had to settle for like, a five-hundred square foot shack.”  
 
    “Your society sounds so strange,” Natalie admitted as she glanced over at me. “I’m not sure if I’m intrigued by it, or appalled.”  
 
    “Oh, don’t get me wrong.” I raised my hands. “I’m pretty appalled by a lot of what goes on in my society. But at least we don’t have nuclear fallout and crazy mutant humans trying to kill us all of the time.”  
 
    “My father and mother told me about the olden days,” Natalie mused as she drove. “About how you could have any profession you wanted… How you could go anywhere in the world without fear of death or survival… About all the things they used to take for granted… Did we really used to have sanitary water systems and electricity in every house?”  
 
    “If your pre-Doomsday world is anything like mine, you did.” I nodded. “It’s definitely something I’m starting to take for granted, being out here with you and the Scavengers. There’s something just so… simple about the way you live.”  
 
    “Simple?” Natalie scoffed as she clenched the steering wheel tightly. “Hunter, we send out parties on life-or-death excursions every single day, to hunt for things that will allow us to live another day. You heard Marcus. He doesn’t believe humanity ever stands a chance of getting back to its pre-Doomsday state. From here on out, it’s all about ensuring the human race outlives the Rubberfaces.”  
 
    “That seems needlessly bleak,” I admitted. “Dr. Nash claims if we pull this off and kill the Rubberfaces in the Fallen Lands, your timeline will be saved. Don’t you believe me?”  
 
    “I want to,” Natalie sighed. “If I didn’t think there was something to your theory, I wouldn’t have agreed to come along on this mission. Or cut ties with my people. But there’s a little voice in the back of my head that keeps telling me it’s hopeless.”  
 
    “At least you’re one step up on me,” I chuckled. “The little voice in my head just calls me names and points out how incompetent I am at this stuff.”  
 
    Natalie’s face twisted into a smile momentarily, and then she started to laugh heartily.  
 
    You know I can hear you, right? Karla’s voice grumbled.  
 
    “Oh, I know,” I retorted, “I meant for you to hear that one.”  
 
    “How does it work?” Natalie asked as she looked at me out of the corner of her eye. “How do you talk to somebody across the dimensions without a walkie talkie or any sort of communicator.”  
 
    “Microchip in the brain,” I explained as I pointed to my left temple and tapped on it three times. “She’s the one who put it in me. It’s what allows me to hop through the dimensions while also keeping me connected to home base.”  
 
    “So, this Karla and her father are tracking our every move?” Natalie asked. “Do you trust them?”  
 
    “Well, I’ve made it this far by trusting them.” I shrugged. “And even if I didn’t… they’re paying me a lot of money to do this.”  
 
    Natalie didn’t seem to understand.  
 
    “Explain,” she demanded. “My parents tried to explain this concept of ‘money’ to me when I was younger, but I never quite understood.”  
 
    “Uh, well… ” I racked my brain as I tried to think of a good analogy. “Let’s say somebody has a patch you really want for your jacket, but the other person doesn’t want to just give it away for nothing. Now, normally you could just trade for it, provided you have something she wants. But what if you don’t?”  
 
    “Then I kick the shit out of her and take it anyway,” Natalie suggested.  
 
    “No, no,” I sighed. “In my world, that’d get you thrown into prison. Instead of your transaction coming to a total standstill, you’d both have something universally valuable. In my world, that’s called ‘money.’ It’s a thing anyone can use to trade for anything they could possibly want, and its value is accepted as the same by everyone.”  
 
    “If it’s value is the same to everyone, doesn’t that make it worthless?” Natalie still wasn’t getting it.  
 
    “Dang.” I whistled. “You’d make a great anarchist. I guess you’re right… But in my dimension, this universally accepted currency is demanded to pay all of your bills. You know, payment to keep a roof over your head and to buy food and to keep the electricity going.”  
 
    “I’m still confused,” the blonde woman sighed. “Why don’t you just do all of that stuff yourself? Can’t you hunt your own food and build your own dwellings? It’s what we do.”  
 
    “Not if you want a ‘good’ one,” I explained. “Most of us humans back on Dimension One don’t have the skills to build our own house or hunt our own food. That’s why we pay other people to do it for us.”  
 
    “Sounds like your world is full of soft pansies,” Natalie chuckled. “I’ll take a Scavenger over any of those lot.”  
 
    “It’s a different world, that’s for sure.” I shrugged. “Anyways, that’s the main reason I’m doing this. Because the Nashes are going to pay me way more money than I could possibly make on my own.”  
 
    “I briefly remember my parents explaining that, in the previous world, you performed tasks for this money?” Natalie asked as she continued to try and understand. “Is that what you’re doing for Mister and Missus Nash?”  
 
    “Miss Nash,” I corrected. “And yeah, that’s what I’m doing. Normally, though, I’m a Pest Control Technician.”  
 
    “So, what?” the blonde woman pondered aloud. “You tried to control pests like wild dogs and Atomooses?”  
 
    “Not quite,” I chuckled. “Think smaller. Like… cockroaches, beetles, mice, and rats.”  
 
    “Those are hardly what I’d call ‘pests,’” Natalie snorted. “Those are just an everyday part of life around here. Now, the wild dogs? Those things will completely fuck up your day if they think your camp has food.”  
 
    “In our world, dogs are pets,” I explained, “but nobody likes when bugs or stray rodents get into your dwelling.”  
 
    “Wow… ” Natalie shook her head. “The people of your dimension sound spoiled beyond belief.”  
 
    “We are,” I agreed. “Especially when I come to a place like this and see just how bad it can be.”  
 
    “So, tell me, Hunter,” the blonde woman continued. “Is money your only motivator on this mission?”  
 
    Yikes. She really was trying to put me on the spot here.  
 
    “It was,” I admitted as I glanced out the window and watched the coastline cruise by. “‘Was’ being the keyword there. Now that I’ve been here and have met you and the Scavengers? Well… as sappy as it sounds, I kinda want to see you guys rebuild humanity. I mean, come on. William as a political leader? How could anyone say no to that?”  
 
    “Like I said.” Natalie rolled her eyes. “Your people are sappy beyond belief.”  
 
    “Hey, you tagged along for the ride,” I reminded her. “You must feel the same way.”  
 
    “It’s different for me,” she argued with a sly smile. “These are my people, so I’m allowed to feel sentimental about them. But you’re right… The thought of William as a politician is motivation enough to keep me going. He’d be terrible at it.”  
 
    “So terrible,” I snickered.  
 
    The grin suddenly faded from Natalie’s face, and her eyes were filled with sadness.  
 
    “If they even take me back after this,” the blonde woman groaned. “Causing mischief and general noncompliance is one thing. But stealing the group’s only working land vehicle, after defying a direct order from our leader? I’m not sure that’s something you can come back from… if I even want to go back. Marcus is going to be beyond pissed.”  
 
    “Speaking of tall, dark, and punky,” I began, “why were those guards so afraid when we started telling them Marcus would be angry? Is he really so ruthless?”  
 
    “I don’t know if ‘ruthless’ is the right term,” Natalie explained. “I think maybe ‘principled’ or ‘stubborn,’ maybe? Marcus won’t necessarily torture or maim, especially when it’s one of his own. But he doesn’t hesitate to punish anybody he feels crosses the line, even if it’s for just reasons. I’ve seen Scavengers exiled for much less than what I just did back there.”  
 
    “That’s what scared those guys?” I mused. “They’re afraid of a slap on the wrist and being sent away like a misbehaving toddler.”  
 
    “I don’t think you understand our way of life, Hunter,” Natalie mumbled. “Nor would I expect you to. The Scavengers are a big family. It’s not just a simple ‘slap on the wrist’ to be sent away… It’s the equivalent of being disowned by your parents and stripped of all your honor. Not to mention, people tend to not survive very long out here when they’re on their own. There’s way too many things that want to kill you.”  
 
    Wow. Natalie really was risking it all. Even if she pretended to be a skeptic, she must have believed in Dr. Nash’s plan. Either that, or she was truly desperate for anything that could potentially change her way of living.  
 
    “Do you think that’s what will happen to you?” I questioned as I shifted to look at the blonde more fully. “Even if we somehow pull this off?”  
 
    Natalie pursed her lips together, and I saw the very corner of her eye twitch as she tried to hold back her tears.  
 
    “I’m afraid it won’t matter,” she sighed. “Even if this works, even if we somehow kill all the Rubberfaces and save the human race… I’m not sure Marcus will let me come back. I still betrayed him and put the entire group at risk by taking their vehicle. He certainly won’t just let that slide.”  
 
    “All the more reason to come back with me, then,” I offered with a smile. “Anyone would be a fool to not want you in their lives.”  
 
    A faint blush crept up Natalie’s cheeks, and I realized I probably could have worded that better. Then the Scavenger forced herself into a scowl and stared off into the distance through the windshield.  
 
    “We need to focus on the mission at hand,” she said. “Our odds of success are not great, and our odds of survival are even lower. If we somehow come out the other side of this unscathed, then we can worry about all that stuff.”  
 
    Even though she was trying to play it cool, I could tell Natalie was worried.  
 
    I couldn’t say I blamed her. She didn’t seem to want to come with me, and her chances of being exiled from the Scavengers were ridiculously high.  
 
    To her, this was a suicide mission, all for the greater good.  
 
    And it was my job to make sure it didn’t turn out that way.  
 
    “Let’s go over the plan one more time,” I said. “We follow the coastline until we get to the Forest of Fallout, and then we go by foot from there?”  
 
    “Mhmm.” Natalie nodded. “Hopefully, we can push through there quickly and then make it to the powerplant by morning.”  
 
    “I also brought along stuff so we could set up camp,” I interjected, “if we need to, of course.”  
 
    “I’m going to hope we don’t,” the blonde woman admitted. “Many things await us in the Forest of Fallout, Hunter. I don’t know about you, but I’d prefer not to sleep in a place full of unknown creatures.”  
 
    “And I’d prefer not to try and operate a complicated nuclear device without any sleep.” I shrugged. “It’s kind of a damned if you do, damned if you don’t situation.”  
 
    “Either way, we will cross that bridge when we come to it,” she explained. “Then, once we get to the nuclear plant, we’ll go inside and reactivate its core. The voice in your head can help you do that, correct?”  
 
    “I’m sure she can.” I nodded. “We’ll set the computer to keep operations going for a few weeks, and then completely go off the rails afterwards. That should give everyone time to escape the area.”  
 
    “And then, a few weeks later?” Natalie continued. “The Rubberfaces will be gone and humanity saved. If Dr. Nash’s plan is right, and he’s not just pulling your chain.”  
 
    “What do you mean ‘if he’s pulling my chain?’” I asked as I turned my head to the side curiously. “They already paid me half up front, so as long as I come out of this alive, I’ll be set for the next few years.”  
 
    “You want my honest opinion?” Natalie offered as she glanced over at me with a troubled expression. “Now, this may just be because I’m in a terrible place right now, but I figure I’ll tell you anyways. I think you might just be a guinea pig.”  
 
    No… that definitely wasn’t the case. Dr. Nash and his daughter may have been a little crazy, but they seemed one-hundred percent genuine when they tried to talk me into this whole endeavor.  
 
    “They’re putting a lot of time and effort into me if I’m just a guinea pig,” I argued. “Why would they offer me all this money and go through with helping me learn how to shoot and hotwire vehicles if they didn’t plan on keeping me around?”  
 
    “It’s just an observation,” the woman admitted. “To me, this sounds like the perfect opportunity to test out all their technology so there are no kinks in the system. Then, once it’s perfected, that badass woman who’s always talking to you can swoop in and find her father. If you die along the way, so be it.”  
 
    “You’re not very trusting, are you?” I grumbled.  
 
    “I trusted you,” she reminded me. “And now look where we are.”  
 
    “About to save the human race and give the Scavengers a better life?” I raised my eyebrows and frowned. “Don’t worry about me, Natalie. Sure, the whole situation was kinda weird, and I totally get why you have your suspicions. But I trust Karla, and I know this is going to work.”  
 
    Actually, I didn’t, and my suspicions against my bosses back at HQ were starting to grow.  
 
    Just how experimental was this chip in my brain? Had they tried it out on other people before and turned their minds to mush? Was there a pile of bodies buried in the Nashes’ backyard, full of previous “Wayfarers” who had been fried by the IFDR before it was perfected?  
 
    These were all questions that needed to be answered, but they could wait until I got back. For now, I just needed to focus on getting through the mission ahead.  
 
    Just then, I saw the outline of the power plant’s concave, towering smoke stack. It was still a bit of a ways away, but its massive figure stood above everything else, illuminated in the moonlight.  
 
    “There it is.” Natalie whistled. “The spot where things are gonna get real.”  
 
    “We can see the power plant,” I announced to Karla. “Natalie thinks we should be there by tomorrow morning, barring anything crazy happening in between.”  
 
    Think about what you’re saying, Hunter, Karla warned. Remember where you are… Crazy is the normal in Dimension Nine-Fifty-One.  
 
    “Yeah, who am I kidding?” I joked. “There’s probably mutated monkeys in the forest. Foul creatures that will sling their radioactive poo at us.”  
 
    Very funny. Karla was not amused.  
 
    “I’m not sure how it is in your world,” Natalie scoffed, “but there aren’t any monkeys here in the Fallen Lands or the surrounding Smoulder. They couldn’t survive the climate, apparently.”  
 
    “It was a joke,” I sighed. “Just trying to lighten the mood as we head toward certain death.”  
 
    Don’t be so overdramatic, Karla chuckled. It’s only a major probability of death, not certain.  
 
    “Oh, so now you have a sense of humor?” I grumbled. “Where was that when I was trying to charm my way out of your house?”  
 
    In order to charm your way out, you have to have some charm first, the voice in my head noted.  
 
    “Look, Karla… ” I got serious. “Do you really think this plan is going to work? Natalie and I are both in some deep trouble with the locals right now, after stealing their weapons and vehicle and all that.”  
 
    My father claims that, if you are successful, the probability of saving this timeline is ninety percent, she explained. 
 
    “Only ninety?” I gasped.  
 
    Almost nothing is one-hundred percent certain, Hunter, she continued, though my father has discovered there is a variable that will increase this percentage. However, he hasn’t figured out exactly what it is quite yet.  
 
    “Well, please tell me when you find out what that variable is,” I suggested, “that’s about as close to perfection as you could ask for.”  
 
    Of course, the voice in my head promised. Just promise us one thing, Hunter… Don’t do anything foolish.  
 
    “What, like steal from a bunch of pirates?” I chuckled.  
 
    I’m serious, Hunter, Karla warned. We want you to bring back the other Wayfarer. But it is much more important you come back, since you are the Wayfarer of our dimension. If something were to happen to you, it would be catastrophic to our world, and could even set off our own Doomsday scenario.  
 
    “No pressure, then?” I tried to joke, even though I had a massive lump in my throat.  
 
    Promise me something, Hunter, the voice demanded. If push comes to shove, and it looks like Natalie is doomed… save yourself and finish the mission. We can’t risk losing you, even if it means one less Wayfarer in the equation.  
 
    “I can’t make that promise,” I argued. “I’m not going to make that promise.”  
 
    Don’t be a fool, Hunter… Karla started, but I was done with the conversation.  
 
    “We are going to finish this mission,” I emphasized. “I’ll keep you posted. Hunter Bragg, over and out.”  
 
    Fine, Karla grumbled. Over and out.  
 
    “What was that about?” Natalie wondered as she glanced over at me. “What was she asking you to promise?”  
 
    I had a choice to make. I could tell her the truth, but that would only upset Natalie and make her more suspicious of the Nashes.  
 
    On the other hand, lying was never a good thing. Especially when the person being lied to is the woman who’s saved your ass time and time again.  
 
    “I’ll just tell it straight,” I sighed. “She wanted me to promise I wouldn’t go back for you if… well, you know.”  
 
    “Oh.” Natalie stared off into space. “I see. I suppose that would be the right decision to make.”  
 
    “But you heard me,” I reminded the Scavenger. “I told her I wasn’t going to do that. We’re in this together, and I hope you’d come back for me. I mean, hell, you’ve already gone out on a limb for me too many times to count. I’d never even dream of abandoning you.”  
 
    “I’ll believe it when I see it,” Natalie mused, and then we lapsed into silence again as the blonde continued to drive us toward our destination. “I’ve been burned before, you know…”  
 
    We drove for about another thirty minutes until we came up to a large line of trees. The beach narrowed down to a small width that looked like it was too small for even a child to walk on, and the rest of the landscape morphed into a thicketed forest.  
 
    Natalie put the vehicle into park, reached down, and yanked the two wires apart.  
 
    “This is it,” she noted as she swung her leg out of the dune buggy and hopped onto the ground. “The Forest of Fallout.”  
 
    As I exited the vehicle, I couldn’t help but marvel at the strange forest before me.  
 
    The trees were large maples, with sprawling networks of branches that connected together to form a large canopy. Their bark was white and peeled back from their trunks, while their leaves were a sickly pale green.  
 
    Strangest of all, however, was the fact I could feel their warmth all the way from over here. Then there was the fact their trunks faintly illuminated their surroundings with a soft white light.  
 
    “Are--Are the trees producing heat?” I gasped. “And… glowing?”  
 
    “That’s Radon Roots for you,” Natalie explained. “They’re radiation is perfectly harmless to humans, but it’s warmth attracts all sorts of unwanted creatures to its forests. Keep your gun at the ready, and look alive as we move through it.”  
 
    “What about the dune buggy?” I asked. “Are we just going to leave it here?”  
 
    “We have no other choice,” she said as she checked out the sight on her AK-47. “Trying to take it through the forest wouldn’t work. It’s too large to fit between the trees, and it’s waaaaay too loud. We’d be drawing the attention of every creature within a mile of here.”  
 
    “Okay, so we move on foot.” I nodded. “Let’s get a move on, then… The sooner we can get through this creepy place, the better.”  
 
    “You’ll get no argument from me on that one,” Natalie admitted.  
 
    The Scavenger held her rifle tightly as she inched toward the Forest of Fallout with me right on her tail.  
 
    We passed through the tree line, and I instantly felt a hot wave of air wash over me. Sweat began to pool on my forehead, and my skin was screaming beneath the pure cotton of my shirt.  
 
    Cotton breathes, my ass.  
 
    “Damn, it’s hot in here,” I whispered as I wiped off my brow.  
 
    “Now you see why I wore these shorts and cutoffs,” Natalie chuckled. “They’re not just for show. I’d suggest you make some adjustments to your outfit, or else I’m gonna be carrying your heat-stroked body out of this place.”  
 
    I quickly stopped, tore off my sleeves to make my shirt into a tank top of sorts, and let out a sigh of relief. Even such a small modification made all the difference. That just left my pants.  
 
    I pulled Natalie’s pocket knife from my pocket, unfolded the blade, and then got to work on my long cargo-style pants. I sliced away the fabric all the way up to my knee as the hot air was released from my lower half.  
 
    “Oh, my god,” I huffed with relief. “It felt like I was about to die.”  
 
    “All the more reason to not stay the night here,” Natalie chuckled. “Now, come on.”  
 
    We wandered through the forest for another ten minutes before we took a break. Natalie halted in place, lowered her gun, and rubbed her brow in frustration.  
 
    “I think I may have gotten us lost,” she sighed. “I thought we were headed north, but this whole damned forest looks exactly the same.”  
 
    “I would have snagged a compass,” I explained, “but I couldn’t find one.”  
 
    “That’s because they don’t work in our dimension.” Natalie shook her head. “When the nuclear bombs went off, it completely messed with the Earth’s magnetic poles. Even if you had one of those things, it would just be spinning endlessly for eternity.”  
 
    “Damn,” I sighed. “Are there any landmarks we could use?”  
 
    “The power plant.” Natalie shrugged. “But the canopy is too thick to see it.”  
 
    Hmmm.  
 
    “Karla, could you help us out?” I asked aloud. “Which way do we need to go?” 
 
    I think I can help, the voice responded. From your position… turn to your left… a little more… there. Now, head forward. If you run into any obstacles, like a ravine, let me know and I’ll recalculate.  
 
    “Thanks, Karla,” I said before I turned to Natalie. “This way.” 
 
    “Lead the way,” she replied. 
 
    The two of us ventured further into the Forest of Fallout, and we made sure to touch each tree as we went. We pushed forward for almost thirty more minutes before I finally asked to stop.  
 
    The damn heat was still getting to me, so I plopped down on a fallen log and tried to catch my breath.  
 
    “As if the backpacks and guns weren’t bad enough,” I sighed, “this heat is something else.”  
 
    “Here,” Natalie offered. “Let me help.”  
 
    The Scavenger walked over to me, pulled out a knife, and sliced the sleeves off my shirt at the shoulder. Then she cut the front of the garment to create a plunging neckline that exposed most of my chest.  
 
    Natalie’s eyes went wide when she saw my pectoral muscles for the first time, but she quickly shook it off.  
 
    “Thanks.” I smiled at the woman. “I feel better already.”  
 
    “Don’t mention it,” she retorted as she dropped her eyes sheepishly. “I promise the heat will die down eventually.”  
 
    Natalie stuck out her hand to help me up, and I gratefully took it.  
 
    However, as I stood, I heard a strange droning noise off in the distance.  
 
    “Uh… Is that part of the Radon Roots, too?” I questioned.  
 
    “I don’t think so.” The Scavenger frowned then went utterly still. “Hunter, get your weapons ready.”  
 
    “Weapons?” I demanded. “Why do we need--”  
 
    “Get your weapons out and get up to me, back to back!” Natalie demanded.  
 
    I pulled the pistol out of its holster and then firmly pressed my back against Natalie’s. I should have probably grabbed the shotgun, but it was just my gut instinct to go with the pistol.  
 
    The droning sound got louder and louder until it was eventually accompanied by the sound of scuttling legs and rustling leaves.  
 
    I recognized the noise instantly, and my stomach hit the floor.  
 
    “Oh no,” I grumbled.  
 
    “What is it?” Natalie asked. “Are you familiar with these beasts?”  
 
    “Way too familiar,” I sighed. “Cockroaches. And, judging by the sound of it… there’s a bunch of them.”  
 
    Suddenly, they came into view.  
 
    A small swarm of roaches was headed our way, but these weren’t any sort of roaches I’d ever encountered before. These things were almost two feet tall and equally as wide, carried by wings nearly three feet long.  
 
    They weren’t alone, either.  
 
    Just behind the roaches were five massive insects with black and yellow stripes and with stingers the size of a kitchen knife.  
 
    Bees.  
 
    Roaches and bees.  
 
    Oh, the cruel irony.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    “You have got to be kidding me!” I groaned. “Roaches and bees? This has got to be the laws of time and space playing a joke on me.”  
 
    “Are these the sorts of creatures you try to control back in your world?” Natalie questioned as she readied her AK-47. “Because if so, I have a newfound respect for what you do.”  
 
    “They’re nothing like this,” I noted as I fumbled to turn off the safety on my weapon. “In my world, they’re only an inch or two long.”  
 
    “This is why Marcus was wary about going into the Forest of Fallout,” she explained. “Everything that was here when the bombs went off was mutated, including the bugs.”  
 
    “I can see that.” I shuddered. “What the hell do we do? Do we run?”  
 
    “We have to fight,” the blonde woman sighed. “They’ll catch us if we try to flee, so we have no other choice. Just… try not to get stung or eaten.”  
 
    Great advice.  
 
    As I watched the incoming swarm, I tried to think if there was anything we could do to fend them off.  
 
    With a little bit more time, we could have set out traps or surrounded ourselves with roach deterrents, but time was the one thing we didn’t have.  
 
    “I wonder if there’s still a queen bee?” I pondered aloud. “If we were to kill that one, the rest would go into panic mode and flee.”  
 
    “What about the roaches?” Natalie demanded. “You’re the exterminator here.”  
 
    Pest Control Technician, but I wasn’t about to correct her right now.  
 
    “They’re not social insects,” I sighed. “In fact, they’re known to eat each other when food is scarce or if… Wait!”  
 
    I holstered my gun quickly and tossed open my bag. Then I pulled out a small canister of sugar.  
 
    “What the fuck are you doing?” Natalie hissed. “They’re almost--Shit!”  
 
    The Scavenger raised her AK-47 and squeezed the trigger, and bullets sprayed forth from her weapon and tore through the first wave of insects like a swarm of angry metal bees.  
 
    The forest was filled with the sound of squeals as the roaches exploded into heaps of gooey gore and fell out of the sky, and then the first wave of the hideous creatures was on me in seconds, just as I popped open the canister of sugar. I fell down to the ground and tossed the granulated white substance up into the air.  
 
    Several of the cockroaches flew straight through the synthetic fog and caught it all over their bodies.  
 
    I rolled to the right just as a few of the creatures came down on my position, and as I stood to my feet, I reached down for my Beretta. 
 
    However, I wasn’t fast enough. I threw up my arm just as one of the cockroaches slammed into me and took me to the ground.  
 
    I felt the shotgun slide off my back and off into the foliage, but I had bigger issues at the moment.  
 
    I threw my hands around his disgusting head and then used all of my might to try and hold him back. I shuddered as the large bristles on his legs tickled my own, and bits of gnarly white saliva dripped down onto my chest. The bug’s breath was enough to make me gag.  
 
    Then again, I shouldn’t have been surprised. This thing’s diet consisted of nothing but garbage and rotting meat.  
 
    If I could just put a few feet between me and this thing, I would at least have a chance to quick-draw on it. It wasn’t the best plan, but it was worth a shot.  
 
    So, I kicked my knees into the insect’s thorax, gave it a hard shove, and tossed it upward. Then, while it was still in the air, I reached down, drew my Beretta, and squeezed the trigger haphazardly.  
 
    Blood and guts splashed out of the cockroach as its body was riddled with holes. Its limp carcass slammed back down on top of me, and the weight of the creature knocked the air straight out of my lungs.  
 
    Still, it was dead.  
 
    I shoved the body off me as I stood to my feet and fired off a few rounds at the next closest insect. Its head exploded into a spray of blood and white goo before it collapsed out of the sky, and then I turned my attention back to the incoming horde.  
 
    Before I did that, though, I turned back to check on my trap and saw it had worked like a charm.  
 
    The sugar-coated insects were screeching in agony as they were torn apart by their hungry brethren, and now they were nothing more than a tasty morsel to the other bugs.  
 
    However, their attention was on their dinner, instead of on us.  
 
    It was open season on these bastards.  
 
    So, I raised up the Beretta, pointed it at the feasting insects, and fired off a few shots in rapid succession.  
 
    My aim wasn’t the greatest, but I saw a couple sprays of blood immediately followed by several insects collapsing down onto the ground.  
 
    I guess that was the closest thing to a “stationary target” I was going to get. I shot at the scuttling creatures a few more times, and the rest of them went down as they writhed in agony and squealed.  
 
    “Hunter, look out!” Natalie cried out from somewhere behind me.  
 
    I spun around and jumped out of the way just as a machete-sized stinger stabbed into the ground where I had been standing.  
 
    The massive bee’s barb was now stuck in the ground, and it struggled helplessly to try and free itself.  
 
    I raised my gun, pulled the trigger, and exploded its head like a watermelon.  
 
    As the bee’s body fell to the ground, its stinger was yanked free of its corpse, with the insect’s entrails still attached.  
 
    So, they were like the insects of my dimension… 
 
    “Natalie!” I called out to the Scavenger. “Their stingers are attached to their innards. If it comes out, they die!”  
 
    The blonde woman was currently tumbling around like an acrobat, though, and she blasted roaches and bees with her AK-47 while nimbly avoiding their grasp.  
 
    I watched as Natalie kicked one of the roaches in the face, jumped up onto its back, and then pumped it full of lead from behind. Just as two more of the creatures reached out for her, she catapulted over them, landed on the ground upright, and tore them to shreds with her bullets.  
 
    One of the mutated bees tried to skewer her with its stinger, but she simply spun out of the way. Then Natalie grabbed the insect’s stinger as she twirled, gave it a yank, and pulled the bee’s guts out of its body. Before the creature could bleed out, the Scavenger stabbed its own stinger into its head and put an end to its suffering.  
 
    Damn… I was glad Natalie was on my side.  
 
    Another small wave of cockroaches descended on me as I fired at them haphazardly. Some of them were cut down, but they still charged at me with pure vitriol in their eyes.  
 
    Then my worst fears came true.  
 
    Click.  
 
    My Beretta was empty, and Natalie’s bag of ammo was at least a few dozen feet away from me.  
 
    “Shit,” I grumbled as I holstered my pistol and looked around for any sort of makeshift weapon.  
 
    Suddenly, the lightbulb went off.  
 
    The E-Tool.  
 
    I’d seen a million different instances in military shows and books where soldiers had used the E-Tool as a makeshift weapon, and it was now my time to emulate their actions.  
 
    So, I reached back into the open backpack, fumbled around until I felt the cold metal of the tool, and drew it from its seclusion. I unfolded the spade just as the first cockroach got to me, and then I lashed out with the deadly, serrated shovel.  
 
    It struck the roach in square at the joint of one of its legs, and the creature screamed as its appendage was severed from its body. The first cockroach scuttled away, but I didn’t have time to finish it off before the next one attacked.  
 
    I threw up the pointed end of the E-Tool straight into the cockroach’s chest, and the weapon made a wet shlocking sound as it punctured through the thorax. The roach writhed on my spade for a moment before I kicked it off onto the ground and watched it curl up and die.  
 
    I came around swinging at another roach and sliced his abdomen clean open.  
 
    Alright… I could get used to this thing. Right now, it was working out for me way better than the pistol.  
 
    I lopped off the head of another roach before I turned to face two large, mutated bees that were headed my way. I ducked out of the way of one of the machete-sized stingers and stabbed my shovel right into the crease where the barb met the abdomen. Then I used my leverage to push down and separate the bee’s guts from its body.  
 
    I only had seconds to sidestep the second bee’s stinger, but its pointed end slammed into the E-Tool and sent it flying from my hands. It landed in the foliage about ten feet away from me, far out of my reach.  
 
    The bee jabbed at me again, and I was just able to get out of the way before the stinger would have stabbed my foot.  
 
    I took off in a dead sprint toward my fallen weapon, with the mutated creature hot on my tracks.  
 
    The drone of the bee’s beating wings followed me like a constant warning siren, accompanied occasionally by the sound of its deadly barb swishing through the air as it tried to skewer me.  
 
    I was about ten feet away from my weapon when I heard another sound, one that made my entire body tense up in fear.  
 
    The sound of fluttering wings. Dozens of them.  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I could see there was another wave or roaches approaching through the air, headed straight toward me.  
 
    Crap. Crapcrapcrap.  
 
    I forced my legs muscles to work even harder, but it was no use.  
 
    The roaches were moving too quickly.  
 
    As I reached out for my E-Tool, something grabbed onto my backpack from behind. Then, before I could make a move, my legs were lifted off the ground, and I was carried upward into the sky.  
 
    “Hunter!” Natalie screamed as she watched me being carried away.  
 
    The cockroaches’ scuttling sounds were now so loud they completely droned out everything around me. I heard their disgusting pinchers gnashing against each other, surely anticipating what a tasty meal I was going to be.  
 
    Then a set of pinchers snapped down on my left ankle and began to pull. A wave of pain shot through my leg, and I tensed up as I wondered if my ankle bones were now shattered.  
 
    Either way, I had to try and fight these bastards off.  
 
    So, I brought up my right foot and slammed the heel of my boot between the cockroach’s eyes.  
 
    It squealed as it released my ankle, but then I followed up with a swift kick to knock it off guard.  
 
    Suddenly, another set of pinchers slammed down on my right arm and then firmly jerked it away from my body.  
 
    “Fuck!” I growled.  
 
    I normally wasn’t one for swearing like a sailor, but when I was about to be ripped to pieces by a swarm of bloodthirsty roaches, I would gladly make a fucking exception.  
 
    Another roach clamped down onto my leg, and I continued to struggle against their grasp. However, it was completely in vain.  
 
    I was done for.  
 
    In a few seconds, I’d be nothing more than cockroach food.  
 
    Suddenly, the rat-a-tat of a machine gun rang out from down below, and I heard bullets zipping through the air around me. Several of the roaches screamed as they plummeted downward to their demise, but I was still moving upward.  
 
    I was now just about near the canopy of the forest. Once I was above that and out of her sight, there was nothing Natalie could do to help me.  
 
    Luckily for me, she was on top of things.  
 
    There was another round of gunfire as warm, gooey liquid splashed onto my head from behind. Then my trajectory came to an abrupt halt, and I looked down to see the body of a giant cockroach falling back down to Earth.  
 
    I felt completely weightless for a second as my body hung in the air. My stomach was down in my feet as I prepared for what came next, and then gravity took its course.  
 
    I rocketed straight back down toward the ground, with nothing in between myself and the forest floor but a few dozen feet of open air.  
 
    Even if the impact from this height didn’t kill me, I’d be lucky if I wasn’t a paraplegic for the rest of my life.  
 
    This was bad. This was very, very bad.  
 
    My only hope was to try and slow my descent somehow. I looked around hopelessly as I plummeted downward and searched for my solace, but there was only one thing I could possibly do.  
 
    I was within arm’s reach from the branch of a nearby Radon’s Root tree, so I reached out in an effort to grab on and slow my fall. My hand caught the branch, which cracked and snapped from the momentum of my fall.  
 
    However, it was enough to change my trajectory. Suddenly, my body went from plummeting downward to swinging horizontally.  
 
    Straight into the trunk of the Radon’s Root.  
 
    My entire body ached as I slammed into the tree trunk, released my grip on the branch, and bounced like a plinko chip off the various branches. When I finally caught myself on another large bough, my momentum was halted, and I had a chance to catch my breath.  
 
    I could feel blood trickling down my nose, and my head was throbbing like nothing else. There were large bruises on my wrists from where the cockroaches had attacked me, but everything still seemed to be in one piece.  
 
    Unfortunately, I didn’t have very long to recover.  
 
    Down below, more of the mutated cockroaches were beginning to scuttle up the tree.  
 
    I flipped the bag off my shoulders and quickly inspected its contents to see if there was anything that could help me gain the advantage.  
 
    Wait a minute… Baking soda. Holy crap, I’d forgotten all about roaches and baking soda.  
 
    It was a trick the old timers at Bugslayer LLC. had taught me back when I first started out. Roaches didn’t have a way to create gas like us mammals did. So, if you wanted a simple way to kill the little buggers, you’d just mix a little bit of baking soda with sugar, and then they’d eat it up and die of an exploded stomach.  
 
    I may not have had time to put out any full-on traps, but I sure as hell could force them to eat this crap. As I yanked the tin from my bag and twisted off the lid, I prepared to rain powdery hell down on the cockroaches below.  
 
    The tricky part? I needed to patiently wait until the bloodthirsty beasts were almost upon me. If I wanted to make sure the deadly powder got down their gullets, I had to wait until I could see the whites of their eyes.  
 
    Er… I guess it would be “the blacks of their eyes” in this case.  
 
    “Hunter, get out of there!” Natalie demanded from down below, and her voice was immediately followed by a series of gunshots.  
 
    “I’ve got an idea!” I held my ground as I watched the roaches approaching.  
 
    Then I reached up, snapped off the dangling branch that had broken my fall, and held it above my head like a deadly club.  
 
    As soon as the roaches were only a few feet away from me, I started to dump the baking soda down onto them. They continued to climb as they gobbled up the powdery substance, and that’s when I started to strike them with the thick branch.  
 
    I knocked the scuttling bastards away from the tree with a hearty thwack of the stick and then watched then plummet to the ground below. A few of them caught themselves on their wings, but they didn’t get much further before the baking soda began to kick in.  
 
    Suddenly, the roaches’ abdomens began to bloat and swell up as they struggled to move. One-by-one, they let out a strange gurgling sound as they began to gasp for air. Then the mutated bastards started to drop like flies, and their corpses splattered against the ground as they landed.  
 
    I could breathe easy, but only for a moment.  
 
    I was sure there would be more of the little buggers coming around any time now, and I didn’t want to leave myself as a sitting duck. So, I rummaged around inside of the bag until I found something that might actually be helpful.  
 
    I still had some folding pans and some cans of food and the stuff to make a fire, but none of that was going to do much against a swarm of angry, mutated bees and roaches.  
 
    Bug spray?  
 
    Nah… That stuff was a repellant, not an insecticide. Not to mention, it had no effect on either of the insects I was dealing with here.  
 
    Well, crap. There wasn’t anything else in here that was going to make a difference.  
 
    If I wanted to be of use in this fight, I needed to get to Natalie and snatch up some more ammo.  
 
    Or at least grab the shotgun she’d strung around her back. She may have looked like a certifiable badass with two giant guns over her shoulders, but she certainly couldn’t use both of them at the same time.  
 
    I just had to get down to her, and fast.  
 
    And that meant climbing down this Radon’s Root.  
 
    I was still about thirty feet or so up in the air, so jumping off wasn’t an option. Instead, I was going to have to jump down branch by branch.  
 
    The first one was about five feet below me, off to the right. So, I zipped up my backpack, slung it back over my shoulder, and bent down to prepare myself for the descent.  
 
    Here goes nothing.  
 
    I propelled myself off the tree, spread out my arms, and then caught them around the branch below. The impact from the fall knocked the wind out of me, and a sharp pain shot across my chest. Then I pulled myself back to my feet and looked for the next stepping stone down to the ground.  
 
    It took me five more jumps before I landed solidly on the ground, and each one was just as painful as the one before it. My entire body ached and throbbed as I made my way over toward the sound of Natalie’s AK-47, but I couldn’t stop now.  
 
    Bodies of the giant bees and roaches littered the area around us, but there were still more on their way. Luckily for me, they weren’t too focused on my position.  
 
    However, that meant each and every one of the bastards was currently swarming Natalie.  
 
    The blonde woman was acrobatically tumbling across the ground, and she fired off rounds as she tumbled and lashed out at the beasts around her.  
 
    As fit as the Scavenger was, though, she wasn’t going to be able to keep that up forever.  
 
    I needed to help her, and I needed to do it quickly.  
 
    But first, I needed my weapon.  
 
    I ran over and began to dig around in the foliage where the E-Tool had landed. It took me a few seconds, but eventually the deadly spade was back in my hands and ready for another round with these ugly bugs.  
 
    “Over here, you six-legged, garbage eating freaks!” I called out as I charged at the swarm.  
 
    I doubted insulting the insentient insects was going to do much, but I hoped the noise would at least draw their attention away from Natalie.  
 
    Sure enough, several of the roaches and bees suddenly turned toward me and then screeched as they changed their trajectory. Now, half of the swarm was headed straight for me.  
 
    Careful what you wish for, I guess.  
 
    I lopped off the first roach’s head with my E-Tool and then hopped backward just as one of the bee’s stingers stabbed at my feet. He was eviscerated with a quick swipe from my spade, but then the rest of the roaches began to overwhelm me.  
 
    There were five of these things, and only one of me. I didn’t stand a chance.  
 
    I lashed out wildly with my E-Tool and felt it make contact, but the scene around me was way too much of a clusterfuck for me to see what I’d even hit.  
 
    The next thing I knew, there were pinchers on my ankles and arms, and then the insects began to stretch me out like they were trying to quarter my body. The roaches pulled as hard as they could, and I could feel my joints slowly beginning to pop out of place.  
 
    This was it.  
 
    At least my death would come with a sense of irony. Hunter Bragg, the Pest Control Technician, killed by cockroaches.  
 
    It’d be a hilarious thing to put on my tombstone. If I would even get one.  
 
    Thankfully, fate had other plans for me.  
 
    I heard one of the canisters from my backpack hit the ground behind me, and then the cockroaches suddenly released their grip on my appendages. I quickly rolled away from the swarming roaches, popped up to my feet, and watched as they all fought over the white, crystalized substance on the ground.  
 
    Sugar. I had just been saved by a canister of sugar.  
 
    With the roaches preoccupied, I readied my E-Tool and got to work. I cut the first two roaches clean in half with my spade and then split the third one’s head open from behind. Bug brains and white ooze splattered from his head as he collapsed into a heap, right onto the pile of sugar.  
 
    There was only one giant roach left, and he was not happy that I’d just ruined his meal.  
 
    He hissed as he charged at me, but I was more than ready for him.  
 
    I simply held out the spade in front of my body, and he ran straight into it like the mindless drone he was.  
 
    The point of the E-Tool hit the roach right between the eyes as his momentum carried him further onto the deadly blade. I braced my feet into the ground to keep my balance and then watched as the spade made contact with his brain.  
 
    I yanked the weapon out of the roach’s head as he fell to the ground, dead, and then I turned around to check on Natalie.  
 
    What’s going on, Hunter? Karla’s voice demanded. Your heart rate is through the roof, and it looks like you have multiple minor lesions and tissue damage across your body.  
 
    “Just fighting off mutant cockroaches and giant bees,” I chuckled with amusement.  
 
    Are you in combat right now? the voice questioned.  
 
    “Just kicking some bug ass!”  
 
    Get out of there right now, Karla ordered. You’re a few miles away from the power plant, and if you head due north, I estimate you’ll be there soon. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I growled. “I’m not leaving Natalie.”  
 
    Hunter, you are the key to saving lots of different dimensions, the voice pleaded. Do you remember our chat earlier? Natalie may be a potential asset, but she’s expendable. My father predicts your chances of success on this mission are going down by the minute, so you need to get a move on it.  
 
    “She’s not expendable,” I shot back and readied my E-Tool. “Not to me, she’s not.”  
 
    Hunter, don’t even try it! Karla hissed. That’s an order.  
 
    I really wasn’t one to take orders. That’s why it took me so long to get my damn promotion at Bugslayer. 
 
    And I especially wasn’t taking orders from Karla the backseat driver.  
 
    As I ran toward Natalie, I realized she was now in dire straits.  
 
    The blonde woman’s gun was no longer firing, and her backpack had been ripped off and laid on the ground far away from her position. She continued to dodge the incoming attacks and counter with the butt of her rifle, but that seemed to be doing little.  
 
    I needed to get rid of all these bugs as quickly as possible, but I couldn’t do that with just a simple hand-to-hand weapon. I needed something with a little more firepower…  
 
    Then it hit me. Fire.  
 
    Bugs may have loved the warmth, but they absolutely despised fire.  
 
    I laid my weapon down on the ground, pulled my backpack off my shoulders, and then fumbled around inside until I found the zippo lighter. As I was searching for the small metal gadget, the light bulb went off once more.  
 
    The bug spray.  
 
    It might not have worked on bees and cockroaches, but it was highly flammable. And, if it was flammable, it could create a big boom.  
 
    I held the zippo lighter in my right hand and the bug spray in my left. Then I took a deep breath and charged forward. Once I got to within a few feet of the swarm, I flipped open the lighter and ignited the small flame inside.  
 
    Holy crap, was I really about to do this? This was the kind of stuff I’d only seen in an action movie, and I had no idea if it was actually going to work.  
 
    Still, I had to try.  
 
    I moved the nozzle of the bug spray canister a few inches away from the flame and pressed down on the button at its top.  
 
    The liquid from the canister struck the flame of the lighter, and suddenly a stream of flames erupted from the mixture.  
 
    I aimed the blast right at the nearest bee, and he squealed in agony as the fur on his body caught fire.  
 
    Within seconds, the entire mutated bee was engulfed in flames, and he wheezed as his charred remains fell to the ground.  
 
    I moved the makeshift flamethrower in a back and forth motion along the crowd of bugs, and one by one their disgusting, oily bodies were scorched by the fire.  
 
    The bastards tried to skitter off in all directions, but it was no use. They were already engulfed in flames, and it was only a matter of time before they keeled over and died.  
 
    Natalie pulled herself back to her feet as we both watched the flaming bugs dart off into the forest. The blonde woman had a few bruises on her cheeks, and her hair was now a filthy, matted mess. Her jacket was also covered with blood, guts, and an unidentifiable clear goo, but she appeared to be fine. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked as I ran my hands up and down her shoulders.  
 
    “You… You saved me,” Natalie noted in disbelief. “I was about to become bug food, but you saved me.”  
 
    “Of course, I saved you.” I shrugged. “We’re partners, remember?”  
 
    Natalie bit her lip as if she were trying to hold back her emotions, but I could see right through her facade.  
 
    “That was the closest to death I’ve ever come,” she admitted. “Even on all my missions against the Rubberfaces, the situation has never been quite so dire. If it wasn’t for you--”  
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I reassured the Scavenger with a smile. “I’m a Pest Control Technician. Killing bugs is my specialty.”  
 
    The corner of Natalie’s mouth stretched up into a small grin, and then she raised her head to look at me fully.  
 
    “Thank you.” She nodded. “I don’t know how I can ever repay you.”  
 
    “Just help me finish this mission,” I offered, “that’ll be all the payment I could ever want.”  
 
    Hunter? Karla grumbled. Are you still alive, or am I talking to a giant roach right now?  
 
    “Very funny,” I snorted. “I’m fine. We’re fine. All the bugs are either dead, or we scared them away. Turns out, they really don’t like fire.”  
 
    I wouldn’t get very comfortable, the voice in my head continued. You of all people should know insects like that have short memories. They might be gone now, but they’ll eventually come back to investigate. 
 
    Karla had a point.  
 
    “What’s the voice in your head saying now?” Natalie questioned.  
 
    “She’s saying the bugs will be back,” I explained. “That our victory is only temporary… I’m guessing she wants us to keep moving forward?”  
 
    That is precisely what I’m suggesting, Karla sighed. If you keep pushing forward, you can be at the power plant long before sunrise.  
 
    “We can’t push forward,” Natalie stated matter-of-factly. “Look at us. There’s no way we can handle wandering through these woods for much longer.”  
 
    “So, you’re suggesting we, what, make camp?” I asked. “We’d need to build a shelter and a fire, but I think I’ve got all the proper tools in my bag here.”  
 
    I pulled the backpack off my shoulder, tossed the lighter and bug spray back inside, and then produced the rope I’d snagged.  
 
    However, Natalie simply shook her head.  
 
    “We can’t camp out here,” she explained. “We’d be sitting ducks if any more of those creatures showed up.”  
 
    “Where can we go, then?” 
 
    “The beach.” The Scavenger nodded. “Or, at least, what passes for a beach in the Forest of Fallout. There will be clean water there, and we will be far enough away from the insects’ territory that they might just leave us alone. Though that’s an uneducated guess.”  
 
    Hey, I’d take an uneducated guess at this point.  
 
    “Let’s go, then,” I agreed as I put the tools back into my bag. “The beach it is.”  
 
    “Round up any of the fallen weapons and supplies we can find.” Natalie instructed. “We’re going to recharge for the night, and then we’ll head out to the power plant first thing in the morning.”  
 
    As I watched Natalie pick up her backpack and the shotgun from the battlefield, I knew Karla wasn’t going to be too happy with this development.  
 
    Then again, she didn’t seem to be happy about any new development that didn’t fit into her father’s algorithm.  
 
    I folded up the E-Tool but didn’t put it away.  
 
    There was still a short journey to our campsite, and I really didn’t want to let my guard down.  
 
    Who knew what else was lurking out there in the Forest of Fallout? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    What is going on? Karla’s voice demanded as Natalie and I stomped through the Forest of Fallout. Why are you heading west? The nuclear plant is north. 
 
    I considered just not answering Miss Nash. No matter what I told her, she was going to be pissed we weren’t following her plan to a tee. However, I then remembered she had a microchip implanted in my head.  
 
    For all I knew, she might make this thing self-destruct if she thought I was dead.  
 
    “We’re not going to the plant,” I explained as I cringed and prepared for the verbal assault. “Not tonight, anyways. We’re going to set up camp near the lake and then head out first thing in the morning.”  
 
    That is a terrible idea, Hunter… Karla sighed. You already encountered giant bugs. Do you have any idea what else could be out there, just waiting for you to lower your guard?  
 
    “I’m not an idiot,” I reminded the woman on the other line. “We’re going to have a fire to scare away any potential predators, and we’re going to be taking turns on watch while the other one sleeps. I may not have ever done anything like this before, but Natalie certainly has. And I’d trust this woman with my life.”  
 
    Even though she didn’t say anything, I could see the blonde woman was flattered by my compliment. Her posture straightened up tensely, and she suddenly had a bit of a swagger in her gait.  
 
    Ugh, Karla grumbled. If I was there--  
 
    “You’re not,” I interjected. “Natalie knows this area better than either of us, and she’s the one who’s been living in this dimension her entire life. If she says we should camp out for the night, then we should camp out for the night. Also, have you checked my vitals lately? I don’t know how it looks on your end, but my whole body is killing me.”  
 
    Your vitals are fine, the voice in my head explained. Your adrenaline, however, is still through the roof. You’ll be fine with just a little bit of rest.  
 
    “Exactly!” I grumbled. “That’s why we’re making camp for the night. I don’t know what to expect when we get to the plant, and I think it’d be wise to go in there completely refreshed and healed up.”  
 
    It doesn’t matter what I say, Karla sighed. The worst I can do is nag you until you go crazy and try to cut the microchip out of your brain. 
 
    “Is--Is that something I should be worried about?” I chuckled, though I was dead serious.  
 
    I’m messing with you, Hunter, the voice reassured me. That’d be kind of counterproductive, no? You’re our Wayfarer, and we need you alive for as long as possible.  
 
    “As long as possible?” I raised my eyebrows. “That doesn’t inspire much confidence.”  
 
    You know what I mean, she snarked. If you need my father or me, we’ll still be here, watching over your vitals.  
 
    “When the hell do you guys sleep?” I questioned. “Are you seriously going to watch me for twenty-four hours straight?”  
 
    Obviously, sleep isn’t something my father needs, Karla explained. As for me? Well… once you’re safely back in Dimension One, I can snooze for days on end.  
 
    “Don’t even talk about that,” I warned, “I’m going to crash so hard tonight, it’s not going to be funny.”  
 
    I wouldn’t imagine it would be, the voice in my head noted. Karla Nash, over and out. For now. 
 
    “Over and out,” I repeated, and then the voice went silent.  
 
    “That sounded like it went better than we thought it might,” Natalie observed.  
 
    “Karla definitely wasn’t happy,” I confirmed as I pushed a bit of brush out of the way. “But she really doesn’t have much say in the matter.”  
 
    “I think we’re almost there… ” the blonde woman announced as she paused her gait. “Listen.”  
 
    Both of us stopped talking, and instantly I could hear the soft crash of waves against the land.  
 
    We were definitely close to the beach.  
 
    The two of us continued onward for another ten minutes, and then we came out of the forest onto a small sandbar just on the edge of Lake Michigan.  
 
    “Welcome to paradise,” Natalie chuckled. “Or, at least, the closest thing to paradise you’ll get to see in this dimension.”  
 
    It really was a tiny spot to set up camp. There must have only been ten feet of sand between the forest and the lake, barely enough room for the two of us and our fire.  
 
    Then again, that probably meant other creatures were less likely to hang around here, too.  
 
    “Hey,” I snorted, “this beats the bug-infested forest any day.”  
 
    “It’s a nice night, so I doubt we’ll need any sort of shelter,” the blonde woman noted. “But we will need a fire and some sort of ground coverings, unless we want to sleep on the gritty sand.”  
 
    “Probably not,” I agreed. “I didn’t find any blankets back in the supply house, but I can try to whip us up some makeshift cots out of sticks and rope. It’ll be no Serta, but it’s better than sleeping on the ground.”  
 
    “Excellent.” She nodded. “Then I will start building the fire, and you can begin to gather the materials for our beds.”  
 
    “Right away,” I confirmed as I pulled my backpack off my shoulders and plopped it down on the ground by Natalie. “I’ll be back shortly.”  
 
    As I turned to walk away, the Scavenger’s voice stopped me.  
 
    “Hunter?” Natalie spoke up timidly. “Make sure you don’t wander too far into the forest. Neither of us really have the energy for a rescue mission right now.”  
 
    “Noted,” I chuckled, and then I headed into the tree line.  
 
    I’d made plenty of prototype cots and shelters and the like in my yard back in Minnesota, but this was way different. In those instances, I’d used simple twigs from the spruce trees behind my property. However, I had no freaking clue how Radon’s Root functioned as a construction material.  
 
    Was it sturdy enough that it would only need a few lashings and a horizontal flat? Or, was I going to have to build up a small tower if I wanted to build a bed higher off the ground?  
 
    There was only one way to find out.  
 
    I spent the next twenty minutes walking around the forest and hacking off the branches of Radon’s Root trees with my E-Tool. When all was said and done, I had a full armful of the shimmering white sticks, so I headed back to our campsite.  
 
    Natalie was sitting there in front of a bunch of sticks that had been arranged in a teepee-style setup, and she had her head down by the base of the structure as she blew at the tiny embers that danced around in the kindling. Finally, one of the sparks lit up, and the kindling caught on fire.  
 
    “Haha!” The blonde woman held her hands up high as she sat up. “Success!”  
 
    “Don’t get too ahead of yourself,” I joked as I dropped my armful of sticks. “It still hasn’t caught the rest of the teepee yet. I’m more of a log cabin guy myself.”  
 
    “The log cabin?” Natalie scoffed. “Please. That’s the fire-building structure of amateurs.”  
 
    “What can I say?” I knelt down and pulled the twine out of my pocket. “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it. Now, would you mind coming over here and helping me out? It’s gonna take two sets of hands to make sure these things are sturdy.”  
 
    The blonde scavenger stood from her fire and sauntered over to my position. Then she knelt down and looked me squarely in the eyes.  
 
    “Just tell me what to do,” she noted. “I mean, I already know how I’d do it… but this is your baby, so I’ll follow your lead.”  
 
    How thoughtful of her.  
 
    “Okay, fine.” I shrugged. “I’m going to try the standard cot structure first. You know, the one with the little ‘x’es and the bed on top?”  
 
    Natalie raised her eyebrows, but she remained silent.  
 
    I stabbed two of the larger sticks into the sand so they’d form an “X” pattern, and then I had Natalie hold them tight while I lashed them together at their overlap. I repeated the action on another set of sticks about six feet away, and then again about halfway in between. After those were done, I got to work on the bed portion of the cot.  
 
    For that, I simply lined up a bunch of the longer sticks horizontally and then tied each one of them up with a series of shear lashings. When all was said and done, I placed the structure up on top of the three “X”s and then took a step back.  
 
    “There.” I whistled. “That doesn’t look too shabby, does it?”  
 
    “Not at all,” Natalie agreed. “Now, one of us just needs to test it out.”  
 
    “I guess I will,” I chuckled and shrugged. “Maybe it’s just my tired ass talking, but it actually looks kinda comfy.”  
 
    I walked over to the stick-cot, turned around, and sat down on the middle section. I then swung my legs up onto the structure, laid my head back, and stared up at the stars of the night sky.  
 
    I did it. Holy crap… I just made a freaking cot out of nothing but sticks, twine, and my own intuition.  
 
    Natalie and I spent the next ten minutes building the second bed, and then we rolled it over to the other side of the fire. Our campfire had now grown from a small spark into a tiny inferno whose heat radiated hotter than even the Radon’s Root in the forest.  
 
    “There,” Natalie mused as she clapped her hands together. “We should be all set for the night. Now, I don’t know about you… but I want to get this gunk off me. It’s hard to sleep with the blood and innards of your enemies crusted to your body.”  
 
    The blonde Scavenger twirled around and then headed down to the water.  
 
    “Hold on,” I called out. “I thought you said the water here was dangerous?”  
 
    “It is,” she admitted. “But as long as you stay in the shallows, you’ll be fine. The bigger creatures can’t swim up that close to the shore.”  
 
    I watched as Natalie waded out into the water, only about ankle deep, and then reached down and scooped up a handful of the murky liquid with her cupped hands.  
 
    She raised the makeshift basin over her head, closed her eyes, and poured it down the front of her body. The water dampened her clothes, and I couldn’t help but stare as the fabric of her garments began to cling to her body as if it wasn’t even there.  
 
    Then my mind snapped me out of my trance.  
 
    “Oh, wait!” I called out as I ran for my bag. “I’ve got something that’ll help.”  
 
    I pulled out the canister of baking soda, made sure there was still some left inside, and jogged down to where Natalie was standing. Then I tossed the can into the air and whistled for her attention.  
 
    “What’s this?” she mused as she caught the canister. “Some of your bug killer?”  
 
    “Not quite,” I chuckled. “Here… Take a little bit on your hand, and then mix it with the water and rub it over your body. It’s not the most powerful of soaps, but I’ve used baking soda to freshen up and clean myself off on plenty of camping trips.”  
 
    She poured some of the powder out into her hands, and then I watched as she began to scrub her skin with the sudsy mixture.  
 
    Slowly but surely, the blood and guts came off her body, and her skin looked as good as new.  
 
    “What are you waiting for?” Natalie questioned as she cocked an eyebrow at me. “Don’t you want to get clean, too? Don’t tell me you’re one of those weirdos who gets off on violence?”  
 
    “What?” I shook my head. “No way. I just don’t want to get my clothes all wet.”  
 
    “Hunter,” the blonde woman laughed as she cleaned her neck, “that fire over there is made from Radon’s Root. Do you have any idea how hot that stuff burns? As long as we sleep next to the flames, our clothes will be dried by morning.”  
 
    I guess I could use a little bit of freshening up.  
 
    So, I pulled my boots off my feet, threw them up on the shore, and then stepped into the water of Lake Michigan. A chill shot through my entire being as I waded out into the frigid depths of the lake, and soon I found myself right next to the blonde Scavenger.  
 
    “It’s freaking freezing out here.” I shivered as I began to splash the water up onto my body.  
 
    “You don’t have to stay out here long,” Natalie chuckled. “Just get clean, and then you can go take a nap by the fire and get warm again. I’ll even offer to take the first watch.”  
 
    “Really?” I mused, and then Natalie poured some baking soda into my hands.  
 
    I rubbed them together to get them sudded up, and then I ran the natural soap over the stains on my clothing. Once that was done, I grabbed some more and got to work on my filthy skin.  
 
    “Of course.” The blonde woman shrugged. “It’s the least I can do after you saved my ass back there.”  
 
    “Natalie… ” I sighed. “You don’t owe me any sort of life debt or anything like that. I just did what I thought was right. In fact, if anything we’re even now, since you saved me back in the Fallen Lands.”  
 
    “I suppose you’re right,” she said nonchalantly as she turned around. “Could you get my back for me, please?”  
 
    My heart began to flutter as her words sunk into my brain.  
 
    “Huh?” I gulped.  
 
    “My back,” Natalie repeated as she glanced over her shoulder. “It’s still covered with bug guts, right? I can’t reach it, so scrub it for me.”  
 
    “O-Oh,” I muttered and feigned ignorance. “Right.”  
 
    I rubbed my hands together and placed them firmly on Natalie’s backside. Then I began to massage her gently as I worked the faux soap into the fabric of her jacket.  
 
    “Hold on… ” the woman grumbled, and then she pulled her jacket off her body and then tossed it up onto the sandy shore. “There. I know some of it got onto my actual back. Now, it should be easier to get to it.”  
 
    Without the cover of her jacket, Natalie’s garment left her back completely exposed, save for two long strips of leather that traveled from her pants up over her shoulders.  
 
    My heart was now thumping intensely as I marveled at the blonde woman’s exposed skin, and when I actually reached out and touched her soft skin, I thought I was going to have a freaking heart attack.  
 
    I scrubbed Natalie’s back tenderly, and she let out a brief coo of excitement.  
 
    Was she intending for this to be so sensual? Because it sure as hell felt that way to me.  
 
    Not that I was complaining.  
 
    “That’s the spot… ” Natalie moaned. “You’re really good at giving back massages. Your girlfriend is a lucky woman.”  
 
    “I’m single,” I chuckled. “Currently my relationship status is me, myself, and I.”  
 
    “Wait.” The blonde woman spun around and raised her eyebrows curiously. “Then who is that woman you’re always talking to? The one in your head?”  
 
    “Karla and me?” I scoffed. “Together? If she ever heard you say that, she’d probably tell me to take you back to the bugs.”  
 
    Suddenly, Natalie had a twinkle in her eyes that wasn’t there before.  
 
    “I just thought you two were mates,” she admitted. “I mean… how could a man like you possibly be single?”  
 
    “I haven’t found that special somebody yet.” I shrugged. “And if I’m going to be jumping back and forth between the different dimensions, I doubt I’m going to have one anytime soon.”  
 
    “Don’t be so sure about that,” Natalie reassured me. “I’m sure there’s somebody out there for you. You’ve got thousands of dimensions to choose from, after all… ”  
 
    “Knowing my luck,” I joked darkly, “my soulmate’s already dead in all of them.”  
 
    We finished up washing in the lake and then slowly made our way back to shore. As we got out of the water, my body temperature instantly shot down a few degrees.  
 
    “You look like you’re freezing,” Natalie gasped. “I’m sorry, Hunter. I should have realized you aren’t as used to this climate as I am… ”  
 
    “I-I-It’s fine.” I shuddered. “Just let me sit down by the fire, and I’ll be back to normal in no time.”  
 
    I walked over to my bed, plopped down onto it, and then scooted as close to the roaring flames as I possibly could.  
 
    However, Natalie did not go to her bed. Instead, she sauntered over and sat down behind me.  
 
    “Here,” she offered as she began to rub my back, “this should help to warm you up faster. Consider it payback for the great massage you gave me out there in the water.”  
 
    Natalie’s hands were so soft against my back, and her gentle motions seemed to be releasing all the tension I’d been building up for the last decade.  
 
    “Wow.” I whistled as I leaned my head back. “You’ve got the magic touch there, Natalie.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t know,” she chuckled. “Still pure, remember?”  
 
    Suddenly, she fell silent.  
 
    “You alright back there?” I questioned. “You just got really--”  
 
    “I don’t know why I said that,” the Scavenger sighed. “That has nothing to do with the situation at hand.”  
 
    “Sure, it does,” I reassured her. “You’re sitting here, out in the middle of the wilderness, all alone with the man who just saved your life. And, to make matters worse, you’re rubbing him down. It’s only natural for those sorts of thoughts to bubble up into your head.”  
 
    “Are they bubbling up in yours?” Natalie cooed softly into my ear.  
 
    Well, if they hadn’t been before, they certainly were now.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I flirted, “do you want them to be?”  
 
    I glanced back over my shoulder and saw Natalie’s face was completely red, and she had her bottom lip tucked firmly underneath her teeth. Then I felt her hands slowly drift to the bottom of my shirt.  
 
    “I guess we’re both about to find out now, aren’t we?” she purred.  
 
    The blonde woman lifted my shirt off over my head, tossed it to the side, and then began to tenderly kiss my back.  
 
    My cock throbbed inside of my pants at the sensation as her tender lips kissed up and down my naked torso. Then I finally reached my breaking point.  
 
    In one motion, I turned around, wrapped my hand around Natalie’s lower back, and pressed my lips against hers.  
 
    She let out a gasp of surprise as our mouths touched, and then her tongue slipped inside. We played tonsil hockey for a few seconds before Natalie finally went for the goods.  
 
    Her hand slowly ran down my abs until they found my waistband. Then the Scavenger’s fingers traveled down into my pants and wrapped around my growing manhood.  
 
    “Oh, my god,” Natalie gasped as she pulled back from my kiss. “Is-- Are they all this big?”  
 
    That’s right. She’d never had one in her hands before.  
 
    “I’m not sure,” I admitted, “I guess everyone just thinks they are average.” 
 
    “I don’t think this is average...” the blonde woman trailed off, and then her face grew into a large grin. “Lucky me. But… This is the first time I’ve ever done anything like this. I-I don’t know if I’m going to be any good at it.”  
 
    “I’m not exactly a sex master, either,” I reassured her. “Just trust me. Do what feels natural, and I’ll let you know how I’m feeling. If you promise to do the same for me.” 
 
    “Deal.” Natalie tried to play it coy, but I could tell she was nervous.  
 
    Natalie continued to stroke my cock through my pants as we explored each other’s mouths. Then I let my hands wander inside of the woman’s leather garment.  
 
    Her nipple was already erect, so I began to circle it with my index finger. She let out a groan of excitement at the motion, which only encouraged me to keep going.  
 
    Natalie stroked my dick tenderly as it rose to full mast, and it was begging to be released from its fabric prison.  
 
    So, I slid my hand out of the Scavenger’s shirt, reached down, and unbuttoned her pants.  
 
    “Our clothes are all wet.” I grinned with an awkward chuckle. “We’d better throw them over by the fire to dry.”  
 
    “The clothes aren’t the only thing that’s wet,” Natalie whispered, and then she stood up.  
 
    I watched as she shimmied her daisy duke shorts down her legs and then threw them to the side. Her one-piece bodysuit had ridden up into her crotch, and I could see her camel toe outline against the fabric.  
 
    Next, Natalie undid her collar with the chain and slid her fingers underneath the straps of her outfit, but she hesitated for a moment. Then she took a deep breath, moved the straps off her shoulders, and let the whole thing fall away from her body.  
 
    The blonde woman’s pert, perky B-cups jiggled as they fell free, and her pink nipples stood at full attention.  
 
    Then she peeled the rest of the wet garment away from her body to reveal her soft mound, covered by a small bit of blonde hair.  
 
    One thing was for sure… I could see she hadn’t been lying. Natalie looked like she was dripping wet.  
 
    “Damn… ” I muttered as I tried to form complete sentences.  
 
    It wasn’t my fault. All of my blood was currently away from my brain.  
 
    “Now, it’s your turn,” the blonde woman demanded. “I know that this whole thing only works if both of us are naked.”  
 
    “Not exactly,” I noted as my heart hammered away against my ribcage. “I think you might want to lay down for this.”  
 
    I got down on my knees, gripped my hands around Natalie’s soft waist, and then moved my face closer to her womanhood. Her soft golden curls were wet with her arousal, the pink lips of her pussy were practically vibrating with need, and she smelled of delicious and musky arousal. 
 
    Her body made my mouth water. 
 
    “Why do I need to be sitting for this?” she whispered. “How are you supposed to breed with me if your pants are still on?” 
 
    “I’m going to try something,” I promised. “Something I think you’ll really enjoy.”  
 
    I wanted to tell her that foreplay was a must, especially if this was her first time. However, I thought my tongue could do the talking for me.  
 
    I really wanted to dive into her tasty pussy, but I figured I should tease her a bit before I got there. So, I kissed Natalie’s toned stomach as I rubbed my hands across her ass. Then I hovered over her labia for a moment before I moved down and bit softly at her inner thigh.  
 
    “W-What are you doing?” Natalie purred as her hips began to tremble in my hands. “Quit fooling around and--”  
 
    Natalie’s words turned to a soft moan as I licked up along her pussy and placed my tongue firmly against her clitoris. She tasted even better than I had thought possible, and the blonde woman’s legs began to quiver as I circled her tender button.  
 
    “Ohhhhh!” Natalie groaned as she grabbed a handful of my hair, and she let out a little moan of hunger as I continued to lick up her wet slit and circle her clit.  
 
    Her legs became even more wobbly when I began to make more complicated movements, and she slowly started to lay back on one of the wooden beds. The second she was flat on her backside, I pushed her legs up into the air and pulled her closer.  
 
    “What… areee… ohhhh… woooowwwww.” Natalie gasped as my face pressed harder against her soft mound and pushed my tongue deep inside of her.  
 
    It’d been a very long time since I’d done this sort of thing to a woman, but she appeared to be enjoying it.  
 
    “That’s… soooo goooooddddddd.” The blonde Scavenger’s thighs wrapped around my head as she let out a few more soft moans.  
 
    Natalie tasted very sweet, and I felt like I could go on like this for as long as my jaw held up. However, I quickly realized that wouldn’t be necessary.  
 
    Her soft legs were now trembling as her moans grew closer and closer together. Then her thighs tensed up so tightly that I worried about the structural integrity of my skull.  
 
    But I kept going.  
 
    That’s when she hit the point of no return.  
 
    Natalie let out a loud gasp, and then she tensed up and began to moan intensely.  
 
    “What’s h-happening?” she groaned as her body trembled and shook. “It feels like my whole body is--Ohhhhhhhh!”  
 
    “Mmmmm,” I moaned into her pussy as my tongue attacked her clit. 
 
    Her climax was strong, and she arched her hips up against my mouth as she yanked on my hair so I wouldn’t stop licking her. My mouth filled with her delicious wetness, and I licked it up like a man dying of thirst. This caused her to hiss with pleasure, and her body seemed to roll into another set of orgasms.  
 
    Then she slowly relaxed, and her soft moans continued on for a few seconds before she flopped back onto the wooden bed.  
 
    “How was that?” I whispered as I pulled my head back and looked up at her naked body.  
 
    “I-I didn’t even know that was possible,” she panted. “I thought you had to actually put it in to… You know.”  
 
    “We can still do that,” I admitted with a grin. “That was just foreplay… ”  
 
    I stood up, slid my thumbs under my waistband, and then pulled down my pants. My rock-hard cock rose up to say “hi,” and Natalie looked like she was about to faint.  
 
    “I-I--” the blonde woman stammered. “It’s… How am I going to put that… ”  
 
    Natalie gestured back and forth between my erection and her vagina, but I just shot her a sly grin. 
 
    “You are really wet,” I whispered as I positioned myself over the beautiful woman, “but we’ll have to go slow.” 
 
    “Okay,” she panted, and her eyes opened wide as she stared down at where my cock was about to penetrate her pussy. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked as I gently spread her legs and set my tip right against her wet entrance. 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered. 
 
    Then I slowly slid my cock into her warm tunnel.  
 
    Natalie and I both let out a gasp of surprise when I entered her, but then our gasps quickly turned into soft moans. Her tunnel was incredibly tight, and even though she was dripping, I had to back out a bit, push in some, back out once more, and then push in even slower as her tunnel adjusted to my girth. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” I groaned when I was halfway inside of her. “You are so tight.” 
 
    “You are stretching me. Feels so good. Ohhhhh… ” She bit her lip as I went deeper inside of her, and before long, I was completely bottomed out. 
 
    “I’m so deep inside of you,” I whispered into her ear as I waited for her tunnel to stop trembling around my shaft. 
 
    “Oh--Oh, my god,” she whimpered. “That--That’s so fucking good. You are so hard. I didn’t think this could feel so good.”  
 
    “Just getting started.” I moved my head down and softly sucked on Natalie’s left nipple as I began to pump in and out of her gently.  
 
    The woman was now shaking in my arms, completely overwhelmed with the pleasure she was getting from my cock. Her soft hands ran through my hair as I thrust into her, and her grateful moans seemed to indicate that she was having the time of her life.  
 
    After a few more moments of this position, I pulled away from her breasts, and as I went in for a kiss, I quickly pulled my cock all the way out of her pussy. Then, when I pressed my lips against hers, I shoved it all the way in again.  
 
    Both of us let out a moan in unison as her tight tunnel contracted around me. 
 
    “You like it?” I asked as she clenched around me. 
 
    “Mmhummm.” She nodded, and her eyes looked wild. 
 
    “I’m going to go a little faster. Okay?” 
 
    Natalie threw her legs up around my waist, and that was the signal it was time to go to town.  
 
    I started to thrust in and out of the Scavenger woman like my life depended on it. Soft moans escaped her mouth as I pleasured her pussy, but we were both still building up to the climax.  
 
    We were far from done, though. I wanted Natalie’s first time to be something special. I wasn’t exactly a super stud-muffin-porn-star-lover, but the only two girls I’d ever dated had really loved it when I held them close while I made love to them, so I decided to pull out a move that had driven all of my exes crazy.  
 
    I slid my hands underneath Natalie’s tight ass, and then in one motion, I pulled myself up onto my knees. I picked the blonde woman up with me and then pulled her into my body as close as I could.  
 
    Her entire body tensed up when I started to fuck her from this angle, and she turned to jelly in my arms.  
 
    “Fucking hell!” she gasped as her body continued to wind up for the release. “That feels so fucking gooooood.”  
 
    Finally, Natalie’s entire body went stiff, and her tight tunnel began to spasm like crazy as I impaled her.  
 
    “I-I think I’m about to--” she began, but I threw my hand over her mouth so she didn’t make too much noise.  
 
    Somehow, that turned her on even more, and she screamed into my hand as her body shook like a leaf hanging onto a branch during a tornado. 
 
    And the branch was my cock. 
 
    Over and over her tunnel clenched and released my shaft, and her legs coiled around my hips and stretched out as her eyes rolled back into her head. Finally, her pussy began to relax, and I felt like I could pull my hand away from her mouth.  
 
    “Not bad for your first time, huh?” I winked.  
 
    “N-No… ” she moaned. “I’m just glad it was with you. Is it normal to have that happen twice, though?”  
 
    “Not normally.” I shrugged. “I think we may just have a special connection.”  
 
    I pulled myself out of Natalie with a heavy sigh, and she let out a disappointed gasp.  
 
    “Did you put your seed in me?” the blonde woman asked as her eyes stared at my still rock-hard cock.  
 
    “Uhh, you want me to… ” I started to say, but she didn’t pick up the hint I was dropping. 
 
    “What?” she asked as she blinked. “I was told I should feel your sperm inside when you finish. I’m not sure I can feel it.” 
 
    “Well… I didn’t… uhhh… finish in you,” I said.  
 
    “That is the point, right?” she asked as she looked up into my face. “I want you to finish inside of me. That’s how it works, yes?”  
 
    “Not according to any of my exes,” I joked.  
 
    However, Natalie didn’t seem to be in the joking mood. She quickly spun around, laid her face down on the makeshift bed, and raised her ass up into the air.  
 
    “Is this a suitable position for you?” she asked innocently. “I want your seed so we can make children.” 
 
    It was way more than “suitable.”  
 
    She had a tight, firm ass, and from behind I could see her pussy was still dripping wet and a bit of her natural juices had coated the inside of her thighs. 
 
    “Are you… uhhh… I’m not sure I want to have--” 
 
    “You like me, and I like you,” she purred over her shoulder as she wiggled her tight ass. “And we are of the same age group. I want your baby growing in my womb. Please give me your seed, Hunter.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I groaned as my cock somehow got ten times harder. I’d never had a woman demand for my cum the way Natalie just did, especially for making a baby, and something deep in my man-brain was roaring like a lion. 
 
    My body took over, and I knew I couldn’t deny the beautiful blonde woman. If she wanted a baby, I was going to pour my sperm into her until she got one.  
 
    “Okay,” I whispered, and I moved in closer, grabbed the beautiful blonde by her slender hips, and then slid her back onto my erection. She was still tight as hell, but her lips slid down to the base of my cock effortlessly because she was so wet.  
 
    I nearly blew my load right then and there, but I was able to keep it under control for the time being.  
 
    Before I could even do anything, Natalie began to move herself forward and back on my dick. The sensation of her soft pussy lips running up and down my shaft while her tunnel rubbed against every angle of my length made me shudder with ecstasy, and I knew it was only a matter of time before I went over the mountain top.  
 
    So, instead of riding it out, I went all in.  
 
    Literally.  
 
    I gripped Natalie’s hips even tighter and then shoved my cock all the way inside of her. The woman’s tunnel quivered around me, and I briefly wondered if I was going to be able to get her to experience a third orgasm.  
 
    With that new goal in mind, I started to pound into her.  
 
    Whenever I got all the way inside, Natalie would gyrate her hips slowly against my cock. It was an incredible feeling, and I could sense the coil tightening up inside of my abdomen.  
 
    As I thrust myself in and out of the blonde woman, I also reached around and found her clitoris. I rubbed the small button of joy as I fucked her, and she responded with several gasps of excitement.  
 
    After a few more minutes of this position, I felt like I was about to explode.  
 
    Natalie must have felt the same way, because her moans started to get closer and closer together.  
 
    “Yesss,” she panted. “Sooo gooood. Ohhhh… Hunter. My womb is ready. Please fill me. Please mate with me and give me a child.” 
 
    That was the last straw. 
 
    “Fuckkkk,” I groaned as my release hit me in the stomach like a kick from a mule. Then I made one final, powerful thrust and bottomed out inside of her. 
 
    “Yesssss!” Her pussy spasmed intensely as she coiled beneath me.  
 
    “I’m coming,” I groaned, and then it seemed like a tidal wave of sperm erupted from my cock. 
 
    “Ohhhh!” Natalie gasped as she felt me flood her tunnel and womb with my cum, and her orgasm escalated and twisted around mine as I pumped what seemed like a fucking gallon of my cream into her. 
 
    “Fuckkkk,” I groaned again when it just seemed like I couldn’t stop coming, and the stars in the sky began to spin around my head. 
 
    “So warm,” she hissed. “Sooo muchhhh. Ohhh, Hunter!” 
 
    We were frozen in time on this dying world, but as my seed filled her accepting body, the sky seemed to brighten and my senses took in everything wonderful in the universe. Every hair on my body stood on end as our bodies became one while my sperm sought her egg so we could make a baby.  
 
    I suddenly realized this was what euphoria felt like, and the connection Natalie and I had was far stronger than just this one session of love making. 
 
    I felt like she was my soulmate. We were both Wayfarers, and we were bound together forever. 
 
    At some point, we had both finished climaxing, but I still stayed deep inside of her as we both panted for a solid minute. Then I slid myself out of her trembling body and laid down on the bed.  
 
    Natalie rolled over and then snuggled up against my chest, and I wrapped my left arm around the sexy woman and pulled her in as close as I could.  
 
    Neither of us could talk for a few more minutes. 
 
    “That was amazing,” I finally sighed. “You were amazing. Are you sure you’ve never done this before?”  
 
    “I’m sure.” She grinned and then kissed my chest. “Though now I wish I’d jumped you the second I got you back to camp. It was wonderful. I felt… I felt like I’ve known you forever. Does that make sense? I feel as if you were meant to be inside of me, and I was meant to take your seed. I can feel it so warm and full inside of me. I will have a baby, I know it. Or at least, I hope I will.”  
 
    “Don’t worry,” I whispered. “We can keep trying. We’ll have more chances.”  
 
    As soon as the words left my mouth, though, I realized we might not be able to. Even though we had just taken an incredible roll in the hay, we were still in the middle of a life or death mission. Neither of us knew if we would make it out alive, let alone if we’d ever have another chance to make love again.  
 
    “I hope there will be,” Natalie finally broke the silence. “I really do.”  
 
    “Does that mean you’ll come with me?” I asked. “If we make it through this whole thing? We are both Wayfarers, and my world is much more relaxed than this one. If you really want to have a baby with me, it will be nicer in my dimension.”  
 
    The blonde Scavenger began to circle my chest with her finger as she mulled over my proposal.  
 
    “Let’s make it through this first,” she conceded. “But I will say… you’ve given me a very good argument. On one hand, if what you say is correct, this world will need healthy babies, but then again… I can’t imagine not making love to you over and over again for the rest of my life.”  
 
    “You can say that again,” I chuckled. “I could just lay there in bed with you for ages… ”  
 
    The two of us cuddled together for a few more minutes, but then Natale let out a loud sigh.  
 
    “I suppose our clothes are dry by now,” she mused as she sat up on the bed. “We should probably put them back on. I don’t know about you, but if something comes along, I don’t want to be literally caught with my pants down.”  
 
    Natalie stood up and walked over to the pile of clothes in the sand. Her firm ass jiggled with each step that she took, and I saw a drop of my cum drip out of her pussy and trail down her leg. She let out a small gasp when it did, and then she reached down, scooped it up with her finger, and slid it back into her pussy with a small gasp of pleasure.  
 
    “I can’t waste any,” she stated as she caught me looking at her. 
 
    “Uhhh, I guess not,” I laughed. 
 
    The scene was incredibly erotic, and I started to wonder if we could go back for another round of lovemaking.  
 
    She pulled her body suit back over her naked figure, and then she slid the daisy dukes up her legs. The blonde woman let out a soft “ahhh” as she put her denim jacket over her shoulders.  
 
    “They’re so warm.” She grinned and picked up my clothes. “Check it out.”  
 
    Natalie tossed my shirt and pants to me, and I instantly noticed how hot they were to the touch. As I got dressed, my eyes nearly rolled back in my head.  
 
    It was like tossing on a pair of clothes that had just come fresh out of the dryer. Only ten times better.  
 
    “I’ll take the first watch,” I offered as I pulled myself up to my feet. “You could use some sleep after the kind of day you just had.”  
 
    “Are you sure?” Natalie asked with a coy smile. “Because you’re the one who just did most of the work here.”  
 
    “I’m sure,” I promised her as I headed down the beach. “I’ve got to pick up my boots, anyways.”  
 
    I wandered down to my boots, pulled them back onto my feet, and then returned back to the fire.  
 
    When I got back to our makeshift camp, Natalie was already passed out on the bed.  
 
    Man… I really did wear her out. 
 
    I picked up the shotgun from beside her, checked to make sure it was loaded, and slid a few more shells into my pocket just in case. Then I walked over, sat down on my bed, and began to watch the tree line for any movements.  
 
    Surely, if anything had been out there, it would have come for us already. Right?  
 
    As I kept watch, I couldn’t help but think about all the possibilities that awaited.  
 
    It seemed like Natalie was seriously considering coming back to Dimension One with me. As much as I wanted that to happen, though, I also didn’t want her to feel like she was obligated, just because we had slept together. On the other hand, if Marcus was as much of a stubborn jackass as Natalie claimed he was, she wasn’t going to have a place in this dimension, anyways.  
 
    Have a good time? Karla’s voice suddenly cut through my thoughts.  
 
    “Uh, what do you mean?” I grumbled. “I’m just sitting here on guard duty.”  
 
    Don’t take me for a fool, Hunter, Miss Nash replied. We saw your heart rate a few minutes ago. I suppose that’s one way to get the Wayfarer to come back home with you.  
 
    “That’s not--That’s not the reason we did that,” I muttered as my cheeks burned. “And also? Totally not cool. That wasn’t something I wanted you guys to know about.”  
 
    How could we not? the voice chuckled. We both honestly thought you were going into cardiac arrest until we saw the muscle spasms.  
 
    “Can we talk about something else?” I sighed. “Like just how impossible this mission is?”  
 
    It’s not impossible, Karla reminded me. If it was impossible, my father never would have sent you on it.  
 
    “Maybe impossible is the wrong word,” I noted. “‘Improbable’ is more like it.”  
 
    If you pull this off, the chance of the human race’s survival is--  
 
    “Ninety percent,” I grumbled. “Yeah, yeah, I remember. But what are my chances of pulling it off, exactly?”  
 
    There was a brief silence on the other side, and I knew that meant nothing but trouble.  
 
    Do you really want to hear it? Karla asked.  
 
    “Yes!” I spat.  
 
    Fifty-two percent, she responded. There is a fifty-two percent chance that you will successfully complete this mission.  
 
    Wow. I pursed my lips as I tried to think of a snarky comeback, but I was too upset to think of one.  
 
    My odds of survival were almost fifty-fifty and, to make matters worse, I’d now dragged Natalie into this mess, too.  
 
    “I guess those are the odds I have to take,” I grunted. “Because I’m not going to fail. I won’t let Natalie die for my foolish mistake.”  
 
    Don’t be so dramatic, Karla tried to reassure me. The odds are in your favor, even if it’s just barely.  
 
    Yeah, right.  
 
    I sat there keeping guard for another hour, all with no incident. Then I walked over to the sleeping Natalie, nudged her gently, and woke her from her slumber.  
 
    “My turn?” She smacked her lips as she sat up in bed and rubbed at her eyes.  
 
    “Unfortunately,” I sighed. “I’m about to fall asleep on the job, and that wouldn’t be good for anybody.”  
 
    Natalie got up, loaded her AK-47, and then nodded to let me know I could finally rest.  
 
    I went over to my bed, set the shotgun down beside me, and then laid back and stared up at the stars. Within seconds, I was out like a light.  
 
    Too bad the peace didn’t last very long.  
 
    “Hunter!” I heard Natalie’s voice hiss. “Hunter, you need to wake up, right now!”  
 
    My eyes slowly fluttered open, and I instantly noticed there was no more light from the fire.  
 
    “Wh--What’s going on?” I mumbled sleepily, but Natalie slammed her hand over my mouth.  
 
    “Quiet,” she demanded. “We’ve got company.”  
 
    I grabbed my shotgun from my side as I tried to make sense of her words.  
 
    “What do you mean ‘company?’” I whispered.  
 
    “The Rubberface kind,” Natalie explained, and her face was cold and serious. “There are a bunch of them out in the Forest of Fallout.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    “Rubberfaces?” I gasped. “All the way out here?”  
 
    “Yes.” Natalie already had her backpack over her shoulder and her AK-47 in her hands.  
 
    I quickly stood up, tossed on my backpack, and slung my pistol holster back around my body. Then I fastened the harness on my waist and readied my shotgun as I slid my feet back into my boots.  
 
    Meanwhile, Natalie’s eyes were fastened to the tree line as she studied it for movement.  
 
    “I don’t see anything,” I whispered. 
 
    “I went patrolling while you were asleep,” she mouthed below a whisper. “They didn’t see me, but I certainly saw one of them.”  
 
    “Could it be a straggler?” I questioned. “A lone wolf?”  
 
    “That’s not how Rubberfaces operate,” the blonde woman explained. “He was armed, which means he’s probably with a patrol. I’ve never seen an armed Rubberface out on his own before… If I had to guess, I’d say there’s at least four or five of them out there. We’re going to have to--Shit!”  
 
    A rustling noise arose from somewhere in the forest, and Natalie crouched down and then motioned for me to do the same. I lowered my body so I was behind hers, then we high-tailed it down the beach.  
 
    We ran for only a few paces before Natalie took a sharp right turn and sprinted into the forest of Radon Root. She halted in front of one of the larger trees as she put her AK-47 over her shoulder before she clasped her hands together palm-up and nodded between them and the branch above. Then the woman crouched down in a squat.  
 
    That was enough for me to get the gist.  
 
    I tossed my shotgun over my shoulder and then took off at a full sprint toward Natalie. When I was only a step or two away, I jumped up and outstretched my foot toward her hands.  
 
    The second my leg hit her palms, the Scavenger let out a soft grunt and pushed my momentum upward.  
 
    I flew up about two feet into the air, but that was more than enough to grab onto the branch above. My arms wrapped around the wooden appendage, and then I instantly did a sort of pull-up as I hoisted myself onto it. Next, I turned around and extended my hand for Natalie.  
 
    The blonde Scavenger gripped my wrist, and I used both of my hands to pull her up beside me. We began to climb up a series of branches until we were about twenty feet off the ground, and our position was covered by the combination of darkness and foliage of the tree itself.  
 
    “What are Rubberfaces doing all the way out here?” I asked. “I thought you said they all congregated in the Fallen Lands?”  
 
    “The ones in this area usually do,” she explained. “That or Carsville… Detroit, I believe is what you know it as. It’s what my father used to call it. But that’s hundreds of miles away.”  
 
    “So, you think this is a conscious effort?” I frowned.  
 
    “Maybe,” Natalie admitted. “You never find whole groups of the bastards wandering about in the wild. This is unheard of.”  
 
    “Unless they’re evolving again,” I offered. “You said they’ve been getting smarter over time, right? Well, what if they’ve finally figured out that they have to go out further to find the humans?”  
 
    “I can’t believe that,” Natalie muttered and shook her head. “I just can’t.”  
 
    “Why not?” I demanded.  
 
    “Because… ” Her tone took a dire turn. “The Rubberfaces are already stronger, faster, and more aggressive than us humans. If they somehow were to rise to our intellectual level, the human race would be fucked.”  
 
    “I don’t see any other explanation,” I said. “If that really was a scout you saw, then that means there might be even more of them somewhere around here.”  
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of… ” the blonde woman trailed off. “And that’s why we absolutely cannot be seen. If they’re given the chance to sound the alarm, it will be bad for us.”  
 
    Suddenly, we heard more rustling further off in the forest, and we both went as silent as a snow-covered mountain at midnight. Then, down the beach, about ten feet or so from where we’d set up camp, two figures emerged from the tree line and stepped out onto the sandy ground.  
 
    Both of the figures were wearing dirty, toga-like cloths over their bodies, and they had assault rifles in their hands. Massive growths were protruding from every angle on their heads, and their skin was a sickly color as it stretched downward toward the ground.  
 
    Definitely Rubberfaces.  
 
    The two mutants jabbered to each other as they began to patrol the beach and headed in our general direction. Then one of the ugly bastards froze in place before he slapped his partner on the arm, pointed toward our campsite, and readied his rifle.  
 
    Both of the Rubberfaces approached the campsite tensely as they scanned the area for any signs of life. When they finally got to the fire, one of the mutants softly prodded it with his bare foot, and then he turned to his partner and snarled.  
 
    “Iktunar!” he bellowed in a voice so loud we could hear it clearly all the way over here. “Iktunar ik param!”  
 
    “Fuck,” Natalie hissed. “That’s not good.”  
 
    Suddenly, we heard a few more garbled voices call out in the dark.  
 
    “Nalb Iktunar!” one of them cried from somewhere deep in the forest.  
 
    “Oh… really not good,” the blonde woman sighed.  
 
    Hunter? Karla’s voice spoke up. Your heart rate and adrenaline are both back up. What’s going on?  
 
    “Mutants,” I whispered to the voice in my head. “They’re here in the forest with us, so we’re hiding until they pass.”  
 
    Hiding? the voice scoffed. You can’t just sit around and hide, Hunter. We’re paying you by the hour, after all.  
 
    “Very encouraging, Karla,” I snarked, “thank you.”  
 
    How many of them are out there?  
 
    “I’m not sure,” I admitted, “we only have two in our sights, but there’s at least one or two more out in the forest somewhere.”  
 
    That’s actually perfect, Karla noted. If they’re separated, then you can kill them off one by one, preferably without any direct confrontation.  
 
    “That’s easy for you to say, miss badass action woman,” I grumbled.  
 
    You will just have to use your available resources, Karla said as she completely ignored my sarcasm. You’re currently with a “badass action woman,” if you hadn’t noticed. She’ll know what to do, and I can walk you through anything you can possibly come up with.  
 
    “What’s the voice in your head saying?” Natalie whispered.  
 
    “She’s telling me we need to get moving,” I explained, “and to do that, we’ll need to use stealth takedowns on as many of these Rubberfaces as we can.”  
 
    “That’s it?” the blonde scavenger scoffed. “I could have told you that… She sounds useless.” 
 
    “I won’t refuse help,” I snickered, “but you can tell her you think she’s useless when you meet her.” 
 
    “Okay, are you ready to do this?” the blonde asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said as I nodded.  
 
    Describe your surroundings, the voice in my head demanded.  
 
    So, I told her what I saw. I told her about the two armed Rubberfaces just up the beach, and how we were currently hiding up in a glowing, formerly radioactive tree. There was silence on the other line for a moment as Karla tried to formulate a plan, and finally, her deep voice arose once more.  
 
    Get them over there, and then drop down on them, she explained. You can kill them with one swift, silent blow. 
 
    “How on Earth do we do that?” I mused. “It’s a long way down from here, and all I’ve got are my guns and my E-Tool.”  
 
    “She’s suggesting we do ‘Death from Above,’ isn’t she?” Natalie guessed. “I could have thought of that. Follow my lead.”  
 
    “I’m not sure if--” I began, but the blonde Scavenger reached into her backpack, pulled out a handful of AK bullets, and weighed them in her hand. Then she turned around and lobbed them back into the forest as far as she could, and they landed somewhere off in the distance with a rustle.  
 
    Instantly, the two Rubberfaces twisted their heads and stared off in the direction of the sound. The one closest to us motioned for his partner to follow him, and then the two mutants began to slowly approach our position.  
 
    Natalie grinned at me as she pulled her pocket knife from her pocket. “Give the word, and we’ll drop down and stab them with our weapons.”  
 
    It couldn’t possibly be that simple. There was nearly twenty feet between us and the ground. I was no doctor, but I figured that distance would definitely hurt like hell and break a bone or two, if nothing else.  
 
    “How is that going to work?” I demanded as we watched the Rubberfaces approach the shoreline.  
 
    “We get closer.” The blonde woman shrugged, and then she lowered herself down onto a descending branch, followed by another.  
 
    I slid off the branch I was currently on and down onto the one below fairly silently.  
 
    It was the second jump that caused a problem.  
 
    Natalie silently pointed to another branch about ten feet from her current position, on the opposite side of where I was situated.  
 
    So, I turned around, squatted down, and leapt onto the wooden appendage.  
 
    Then my heart sank into my stomach when I heard a loud snap.  
 
    The wood under my feet started to give way, so I instantly pushed against it with all my might and jumped toward the next nearest branch. The wind was knocked out of me as my chest slammed into the wooden cylinder, but I was somehow able to wrap my hands around the branch and then hoist myself up onto it.  
 
    Too bad the damage had already been done.  
 
    The branch I’d just been on snapped off the trunk of the Radon Root, plummeted to the ground below, and slammed into the forest floor with a loud crash.  
 
    “Iktunar?” one of the Rubberfaces hissed.  
 
    The scouts froze in place as they began to scan their surroundings.  
 
    Natalie and I both went prone and pressed ourselves as close to the branches as we possibly could. My heart was pounding out of my chest, and I was foolishly worried its repeated rhythm was going to reverberate through the tree and give us away.  
 
    However, they still must not have seen us. The two Rubberfaces began to move forward cautiously once more, but this time they did so much more slowly.  
 
    Once they were about twenty feet away, Natalie got up on all fours and moved into a crouched position. She opened up her large pocket knife, flipped it around so it was in a reverse, close-quarters-combat position, and then tightened her grip around its base.  
 
    I got my own weapon ready. Then I held my breath as they drew closer to the tree, and Natalie gave me a pointed look.  
 
    I’d only seen this in movies, but I held up my fingers to indicate a countdown.  
 
    Three… Two… One.  
 
    I took one last deep breath, and then I jumped off the branch as I raised the E-Tool above my head.  
 
    The Rubberface below me must have heard the commotion, because he looked up as I plummeted down to the ground below. He went to raise his gun, but I was falling way too quickly.  
 
    I grunted as I simultaneously slammed into his body and thrust the tip of the shovel into his skull.  
 
    The Rubberface didn’t even have a chance to yelp before his head was split wide open by the razor-sharp edge of the E-Tool. His body went limp underneath me as we hit the ground, and his eyes rolled away in different directions as blood gushed from his fresh wound.  
 
    I quickly yanked the E-Tool out of his skull and gagged when bits of brain matter began to pulse out onto the foliage around him. Then I turned back to Natalie, who was now wiping off her blade nonchalantly. 
 
    “We totally ninja attacked them,” I whispered.  
 
    “Ninja?” Natalie echoed with a frown.  
 
    “Sneak attacked,” I corrected. 
 
    “Ah,” she mused. “Well, see? That wasn’t so hard, was it?”  
 
    “Stealth kills number one and two, success,” I whispered to both Natalie and Karla.  
 
    Don’t get ahead of yourself, Karla warned, you’ve still got some more to go.  
 
    Natalie bent over and rummaged through the pockets of the fallen Rubberfaces. However, she seemed to come up empty.  
 
    “That’s odd… ” she pondered aloud. “Usually Rubberface scouts have a lot of supplies on them. Bullets… medipacs… sometimes even food. But these ones have nothing but the clothes on their backs and their weapons.”  
 
    “You said they were scouts, right?” I questioned as I wiped my shovel against the ground. “Maybe they were short distance scouts who didn’t need supplies?”  
 
    “That’s impossible,” Natalie scoffed. “That would only be the case if-- Oh. Oh… no.”  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I demanded as I looked around cautiously. “Do you see more of them?”  
 
    “That’s not it,” the blonde woman murmured as her eyes widened. “It’s just… The only way these could have been short distance scouts was if there was a Rubberface encampment somewhere around here. Which would mean--”  
 
    “That they’re really close to the Scavengers’ camp,” I gasped. “Damn.”  
 
    “Who knows how long they’ve been on our doorstep, Hunter?” Natalie looked like she was about to have a mental breakdown. “We need to get back to the camp and warn everybody.”  
 
    Oh, no… The calm and collected half of the team was panicking.  
 
    This couldn’t end well, and I needed to stop it before it became a crisis.  
 
    Customer service voice, don’t fail me now.  
 
    “Look, Natalie,” I explained as I put my hand on her shoulder, “we can’t go back now. We’re so close… Besides, do you really think the Scavengers would listen to what we’re saying? They’d throw us into prison or exile us or torture us or whatever the hell Marcus does to traitors before we’d even get a chance to explain. And if that happens, we’re all dead. The best thing we can possibly do right now is to forge ahead and finish our mission.” 
 
    “I-I just can’t believe we’ve been this blind,” Natalie sighed.  
 
    “That’s what happens when you get too comfortable,” I admitted, “you let your guard down, and then the next thing you know Kyle Dover passes you up for a promotion.”  
 
    “Who?” the blonde woman asked as she tilted her head in confusion.  
 
    “Not applicable in this situation,” I chuckled, “I see that now. Anyway, we need to keep moving. There’s still more Rubberfaces between us and the nuclear plant.”  
 
    Natalie’s lip was quivering, but she held it all together. She gave me a nod of agreement, and then I helped her back onto her feet.  
 
    “If these are anything like the scouts we encounter in the Fallen Lands,” the blonde woman explained, “then the rest of the unit will grow suspicious when they don’t hear back from these two. When that happens, they’ll come and check out the scene wherever they were originally stationed.”  
 
    “Which would be… ?” I trailed off.  
 
    “Probably just up the beach, where I first saw them,” she admitted. “Let’s go back there and set up a trap for these melted-faced bastards.”  
 
    Without any further discussion, the two of us made our way out of the forest and back up the beach, and we remained stealthy the whole time. Natalie snatched up one of the makeshift beds as we walked, and I looked at her curiously.  
 
    “What do we need that for?” I questioned in a whisper.  
 
    “Just let me worry about that,” she reassured me.  
 
    Before long, we got to the spot where the Rubberfaces had originally been seen. Instantly, Natalie placed the base of the bed down against the ground, kicked the middle with her foot, and snapped the whole thing in two. Then she crouched down and began to dig at the earth with her hands, like a rabbit.  
 
    “Uh… you need some help with that?” I offered as I unfolded the E-Tool.  
 
    “That’s the idea,” she drawled sarcastically.  
 
    So, I stabbed the tool into the ground and began to assist the Scavenger in her digging endeavors. 
 
    After just a few minutes, Natalie stood up and wiped the sweat off her brow.  
 
    However, the hole before us couldn’t have been more than three feet deep.  
 
    “Done already?” I asked. “Maybe I’m just missing something here, but I don’t think that hole’s gonna be big enough for them to fall into and get trapped.” 
 
    “Then it’s a good thing ‘trapped’ isn’t what we’re going for.” Natalie shrugged.  
 
    The Scavenger took the two halves of the former bed, flipped them over, and then pushed them into the dirt so their jagged ends were standing straight up. Then she began to push all the leaves and foliage around us into the hole.  
 
    “Ahhhh,” I noted. “Neat trick. But how in the world are we going to get them to step onto this exact spot?”  
 
    Natalie looked up at me with a weak smile.  
 
    “Bait,” she chuckled.  
 
    “Don’t these guys all have guns?” I reminded her. “They’ll just shoot us the second we’re within their sight.”  
 
    “We’re not the bait,” the Scavenger explained. “I’m going to offer up something the Rubberfaces simply cannot resist… ”  
 
    Natalie then slid her AK-47 off her shoulders and placed it a few paces in front of the hole.  
 
    “An assault rifle?” I raised my eyebrows. “Don’t they already have like, a million of those?”  
 
    “They do.” The woman nodded. “But you should see a Rubberface when they find a new gun. My parents always used to compare it to a child on that winter holiday everyone used to celebrate. The one where you gave each other gifts.”  
 
    “Christmas,” I reaffirmed.  
 
    “Right,” Natalie mused. “That one. I’ve never seen a Rubberface turn down the opportunity for a new weapon, and I’d wager that’s not going to change now.”  
 
    “Okay, so say this works,” I noted, “that’s still only going to kill off one of them. Didn’t you say there could be at least two more?”  
 
    “We’ll take care of the others,” Natalie explained. “May I see that twine of yours?”  
 
    “Uh, sure,” I agreed, even though I wasn’t sure what she was talking about.  
 
    I nodded as I pulled the backpack over my shoulder, placed it on the ground, and unzipped it in a flash. Then I pulled out the spool of twine and handed it over to Natalie.  
 
    The Scavenger unwound a bit in her hands, stretched it out horizontally, and then studied it like she was going to be quizzed on it later.  
 
    “This will do,” she admitted. “Not ideal, but I guess beggars can’t be choosers.”  
 
    Natalie then took the spool of twine and tied a long trip cord between the trunks of two Radon Roots, right in front of the hidden pit. Once those had been tied off, she tested the twine for tautness and covered it up with leaves and foliage.  
 
    “That’s gonna hurt.” I whistled as I thought about the Rubberfaces getting skewered.  
 
    “That’s the idea.” Natalie smiled. “How do you want to kill yours?”  
 
    I guess I hadn’t thought of that, yet.  
 
    “Probably with my E-Tool.” I shrugged. “That seemed to work the last time.”  
 
    Natalie’s expression grew amused, but she finally just nodded.  
 
    “I guess if it ain’t broken, don’t fix it,” the blonde Scavenger chuckled.  
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” I demanded. “Do I need to do some sort of over the top execution?”  
 
    “No, no… ” Natalie retorted, though I could tell she was somewhat disappointed. “I’m sure whatever you do will be fine.”  
 
    “Well, now I felt obligated to do something cool!” I argued.  
 
    “You are cute. Just get into position.” The woman laughed and pointed to a nearby Radon Root. “Make sure they don’t see you as they approach, obviously. Then, once they’re past our position, we sneak out and kill them from behind.” 
 
    “I’m still thinking about how you said I was cute,” I snickered at her. 
 
    “You are,” she stated. “And a great lover, but I need you to kill some Rubberfaces now.” 
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    It all sounded simple enough. Then again, I knew I was nowhere near Natalie’s league when it came to stealth.  
 
    With my luck, I’d trip and fall over my own feet before I could sneak up on the Rubberfaces. Then again, I did have years of experience sneaking up on mice and roaches… 
 
    I guess that was a form of stealth.  
 
    As I headed over to the tree, I figured I’d consult with the expert.  
 
    “Hey, Karla?” I asked the disembodied voice in my head. “This may sound like a stupid question, but what’s a badass stealth kill I can do? One where I sneak up on them from behind?”  
 
    I suppose that all depends on how you want your opponent to die, the voice on the other side pondered aloud. Do you want to skewer them through the brain? Rip their heart out of their chest? Decapitate them? There are a million answers, Hunter. I need more details. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I mused. “Natalie’s just expecting me to do something cool when I kill these next Rubberfaces, and I don’t want to let her down.”  
 
    You’ve already slept with her, Hunter, Karla chuckled, I don’t think you need to go out of your way to impress her any more. 
 
    “Wow.” I clicked my tongue. “Your exes must have been really terrible if that’s the norm for you.”  
 
    Very funny, Miss Nash grumbled. Do you want my help, or not?  
 
    “I do.” I rolled my eyes. “I’ve already smashed one’s head in and killed another by stabbing my spade through his skull. Maybe change it up a little bit? Something that doesn’t involve the head, maybe?”  
 
    Heart rip it is, Karla laughed. Would your E-Tool be sharp enough to stab through its chest?  
 
    “Probably,” I pondered. “But that’s gonna take a precision strike to take him out with one blow. Also, I’m not sure if I’m quite that strong.”  
 
    Then I’d go with something simple, the voice continued. You can never go wrong with a throat slit. That’s stealthy, and it always looks badass. If you did it with your E-Tool? Well… I bet Natalie would want to have you again, right there on the corpses. 
 
    “You’re mocking me, aren’t you?” I sighed with an amused grin. “Jealous?” 
 
    I would never dream of it, Hunter.  
 
    “Well, the joke’s on you,” I shot back, “I’m gonna go with that, and then I’m gonna get laid on a pile of corpses. It’ll be like I’m on the cover of a metal album.”  
 
    Now that I had settled on a technique, I simply crouched down behind the trunk of the Radon Root and remained silent. There was nothing but the sound of chirping bugs and the blowing wind for a long while.  
 
    But then, we finally heard the sound of approaching footfalls.  
 
    Natalie peeked her head out from behind the tree, pulled it back immediately, and then gestured that there were three Rubberfaces on their way.  
 
    I stood straight up, pressed myself against the trunk of the tree, and readied my E-Tool. I held the makeshift weapon by its hilt rather than its handle, and I made sure the serrated edge was pointed inward.  
 
    “Brakda,” one of the Rubberface scouts gurgled to his partners. “Brakda kalfrak ik turam.”  
 
    I had no idea what they were saying, but the fact that he sounded so calm made me think they hadn’t seen us yet. I saw Natalie begin to make her way around the back side of the tree, so I did the same. My feet shifted as if the ground was made up of glass shards, and I moved with the silence of a mouse. As soon as I was safely on the other side of the tree trunk, I dared to look around the corner.  
 
    Sure enough, there were three Rubberfaces, each with the same uniform and weapons set as the two we’d just killed.  
 
    Suddenly, all three of them stopped in their tracks.  
 
    “Blastka?” the one on the far right gasped.  
 
    “Blastka,” the middle Rubberface confirmed.  
 
    Then I watched as the scout on the right slid his own rifle onto his back and headed straight toward Natalie’s rifle.  
 
    The blonde woman gave a “move out” signal, and then the two of us stepped away from our cover.  
 
    My arms were shaking, and my legs felt like rubber as we snuck up on the two scouts.  
 
    There were literally a million things that could go wrong here, and each and every one would lead straight to our deaths.  
 
    What if I stepped on a twig? What if I accidentally coughed? What if the guard going for the gun saw the trip wire?  
 
    If any of the above scenarios ended up happening, Natalie and I would be turned into bloody swiss cheese before we could even get to cover.  
 
    This was about as risky of a maneuver as you could get, but we couldn’t risk them sounding the alarm.  
 
    We were now only two steps away from the bastards, and they still seemed to be oblivious.  
 
    Then the scout up front found our trip wire.  
 
    Thankfully, he found it with his foot.  
 
    He let out a grunt of surprise as he fell forward, and then there was a quick rustle of leaves followed by a loud, wet shlock.  
 
    It was now or never.  
 
    So, I jumped forward, threw my E-Tool in front of the Rubberface’s neck, and then slashed the serrated edge across in a flash.  
 
    The mutant tensed up like he wanted to scream, but all that came out was a sickly gurgling sound as he fumbled at his wound and began to choke on his own blood. He fell down to his knees as what looked like a gallon of the crimson liquid sprayed out onto the ground. Then the Rubberface let out a final gurgle as he fell face-first into the foliage and began to twitch.  
 
    I looked over at Natalie and saw the Scavenger had been just as successful.  
 
    The blonde beauty had a doubled-up piece of the nylon cord in her hand, and she was using it as a makeshift garrote.  
 
    The Rubberface was kicking and gasping for air, but Natalie wasn’t letting him go. His face was now completely purple, and his eyes bulged out of their sockets as he tried in vain to escape her grip.  
 
    Soon, his eyes rolled back in his disgusting head, and his body went limp.  
 
    “Whew,” Natalie sighed as she tossed him off to the side. “That was too close. I probably should have just gone for the throat slit like you did. That was a way better choice.”  
 
    Thank you, Karla.  
 
    “I mean, you could have done a heart rip, too,” I teasingly suggested as Natalie walked over to where she’d laid her AK-47.  
 
    “Too messy,” she noted, “and loud. Ugh, this one’s still twitching.”  
 
    In one swift motion, Natalie reached down, threw out her arms, and twisted them to the right. A loud, wet crack immediately followed, and then she stood up as she brushed off her hands.  
 
    “Is that all of them?” I questioned. “Or is there likely to be more somewhere out here in the forest.”  
 
    “If they’re anything like the rest of the Rubberfaces I’ve encountered,” Natalie explained, “then they wouldn’t have any need to send out more than one scout unit at a time. Especially if they didn’t think there were any threats in the area.”  
 
    “It’s a good thing we were one with the night, then,” I joked. “The poor Rubberfaces didn’t have any idea what hit them until it was too late.”  
 
    “As much as I’d like to continue flirting, we need to keep moving,” Natalie huffed.  
 
    “Flirting?” I raised an eyebrow and wondered if she got off talking about killing Rubberfaces.  
 
    “The power plant should only be a few miles north of here,” she continued without answering me. “The sooner we get to it, the sooner we can head back and warn everybody about the Rubberface camp.”  
 
    “If we don’t encounter it along the way.” I shuddered.  
 
    Natalie frowned at the thought, but she quickly shook it off. Then the blonde woman readied her AK-47 and headed off deeper into the Forest of Fallout.  
 
    The two of us continued north for another two hours. We walked cautiously, but we found ourselves in a lucky position.  
 
    With the Rubberface scouts out of the way, there was nothing between us and the power plant but a bunch of warm, glowing trees.  
 
    Finally, we made it to the edge of the Forest of Fallout.  
 
    “Amazing.” Natalie grinned as we stepped through the tree line. “Do you have any idea how big of a deal this is, Hunter? This is officially the furthest north that any Scavenger has ever been on this side of the lake. Fuck… I wonder if I’m going to run into your people up here?”  
 
    “I really need to teach you geography when we get back to Dimension One,” I chuckled. “Minnesota is on the other side, Natalie.”  
 
    “If we make it back.” The blonde woman stuck out her tongue playfully. “And if I decide I want to come to your dimension. Who knows? Maybe Marcus will let me off with a slap on the wrist if we actually pull this off.”  
 
    I doubted that. But then again, who was I to try and predict the future?  
 
    I’d just as soon leave that all up to Dr. Nash.  
 
    “I’m going to keep my fingers crossed,” I joked. “But you’re right about one thing. We need to make sure we come out the other side in one piece, first.”  
 
    Natalie and I went to take a step forward, but then I suddenly saw something out of the corner of my eye.  
 
    A light.  
 
    I threw my hand across Natalie’s chest and held her back.  
 
    “Wha--What’s wrong?” she gasped, but I quickly shushed her and pointed over toward the light.  
 
    “You see that?” I hissed.  
 
    “I do!” the Scavenger whispered.  
 
    “The light is on,” I explained, “which means--”  
 
    “There’s somebody already in the plant,” she finished for me. “Somebody’s already been trying to reactivate it.”  
 
    “But who?” I questioned. “Are there even any other humans around here who might know about this place?”  
 
    “Not that I’m aware of.” Natalie shrugged. “But there’s obviously somebody inside.”  
 
    Just then, the nearest door of the plant swung open, and a rather large figure sauntered out into the night.  
 
    I grabbed Natalie, yanked her back into the tree line, and then peered out over the scene before us.  
 
    Even from all the way back here, I could tell what the figure was.  
 
    “Ahhhh, crap,” I sighed as I turned to Natalie. “It’s a goddamn Rubberface.”  
 
    “But that means… ” the Scavenger trailed off, but her eyes widened in horror. “They’re more sentient than any we’ve ever seen before, and they are trying to get the plant working.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    “Shit. What do you mean ‘more sentient?’” I asked as we watched from the tree line. “I thought you said they were already hierarchical and formed tribes and all that?”  
 
    “They do,” she explained with a sigh, “but they’ve set up camp right around a de-powered nuclear reactor, and now they’re patrolling it from the inside and out? That means they know what this thing is used for, and they know it could give them a hit of energy if they turn it back on.”  
 
    “They consciously came out to this place so they could have a midnight snack?”  
 
    “I guess that would be an appropriate analogy,” the blonde woman said. “But I couldn’t care less whether or not they get their fix of nuclear energy. It’s the implication that disturbs me… The implication they have further developed their cognitive thinking skills to the point where they can plan massive coordinated actions. We’re doomed as a species if this is the case all around the world.”  
 
    “All the more reason to turn this thing on, sabotage it, and blow every Rubberface in this region to kingdom come,” I reminded her.  
 
    “If they’re still dumb enough to fall for that,” Natalie groaned. “If their brains have really been evolving this rapidly, maybe they’re not as driven by their primal urges as they once were.”  
 
    “It doesn’t matter how much their brains have evolved,” I chuckled at the Scavenger. “We’re the most intelligent species on the planet, and I’d say we still succumbed to our primal urges back there on that beach.”  
 
    Natalie’s face blushed, but a smile spread across her face. “I suppose you’re right. If we somehow make it out of this alive, we’ll have to do that again.”  
 
    “Now, see?” I grinned. “If you come back to Dimension One with me, then we could do that whenever we want to… ”  
 
    “Focus on the mission,” the blonde woman resisted once more as she snapped back to reality. “We were talking about the Rubberfaces’ primal urges, not our own.”  
 
    “Right,” I noted, “well, I think this will still work. One, because even a developed brain cannot reject the body’s primal needs. I see that with pests all the time. Secondly, I think these guys are here for a reason. They obviously want the radiation this place gives off, and that tells me they’re still addicted to the stuff like it’s crack. If we turn it on, they will come.”  
 
    “Won’t that be playing right into their hands, though?” Natalie questioned. “That’s giving them exactly what they want.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I reminded her. “That’s where the sabotage comes into play. It’ll be the buffet of the Rubberfaces’ lives… for about a week or so. Then?”  
 
    I mimicked an explosion with my hands, complete with a raspberry-like “boom” sound.  
 
    “I remember your plan,” the Scavenger sighed, “I’m just starting to get worried it won’t work.”  
 
    “Well, there’s only one way to find out.” I shrugged. “We’ve come this far, so why give up now?”  
 
    Natalie stared off into the distance, and I could see a slight shimmer of fear in her eyes. Then, as quickly as it had appeared, the stoic warrior forced it back down into the deepest pit of her very being.  
 
    “We have to figure out how to get inside,” she suggested. “Obviously, we can’t just walk through the front door.”  
 
    I scanned across the landscape and tried to figure out if there was any good way to get into the place.  
 
    The sunrise was just coming over the lake, and the whole scene was now lit up by a mixture of the natural and man-made lights.  
 
    Before us stood what looked like the smokestack of the plant, which itself was connected to a large, rectangular building made from concrete, and a few concrete-encased hallways sprang forth from the building like an octopus’ tentacles as they stretched out and connected with other, smaller rectangular structures.  
 
    All the way on the other side of the site were long metal buildings I assumed used to house large equipment and supplies. Meanwhile, the crumbled, broken-down remnants of the parking lot stretched out all the way to the east of the complex. Large chunks of asphalt were missing, and I could see from here there were several craters and other debris that could act as potential cover.  
 
    “Wait… ” Natalie pondered as she stared off into the distance. “That structure… It’s not a smoke stack.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” I questioned as I looked at the large cylindrical structure once more. “What else could it be?”  
 
    “I think that’s the reactor,” the Scavenger noted. “Look just beyond the buildings, even further north.”  
 
    I squinted at the other side of the nuclear plant site. To the north, the Forest of Fallout began again, and there was nothing but softly-glowing Radon Root as far as the eye could see.  
 
    Except… Wait…  
 
    I could just barely make out the silhouette of several large structures. They appeared to be tall cylindrical shapes lined up next to each other and held in place by another rectangular framework, and it was almost like looking at the world’s largest test tube holder.  
 
    “Are those… cooling towers?” I gasped.  
 
    “I think they are.” Natalie grinned. “And you know what that means, right?”  
 
    She stared at me with pure glee on her face, but I wasn’t exactly sure how I was supposed to respond.  
 
    “If I’m being honest?” I chuckled. “No.”  
 
    “Hunter, the more smoke stacks in a plant, the more power it produces,” she explained. “Which means this place gives off a shit ton of nuclear energy when it’s running. I don’t know what the voice in your head would say, but I think our chances of success just went through the roof.”  
 
    Finally, some good news. Natalie had been somewhat wishy-washy this entire journey, and to see her fully commit to the plan mentally was a massive relief.  
 
    “So, it’s going to be like a ten-course medieval feast when we ring that dinner bell,” I joked. “But we still need to get inside.”  
 
    “There must be a back door,” Natalie mused. “I’m not familiar with this place, but I’d imagine it’d be constructed similarly to the buildings in the Fallen Lands, no?”  
 
    Then it hit me. I had a resource that could tell us all of this information without so much as moving away from her desk.  
 
    Karla.  
 
    “I’m about to find out,” I said as I motioned for Natalie to hold our position. “Karla? Can you do me a favor?”  
 
    What do you need? the voice asked. 
 
    “See if you can find any information on the web about this plant we’re about to infiltrate,” I asked. “Dimension Nine-Fifty-One is a pretty close copy of our own, so surely this thing exists in Dimension One.”  
 
    I thought you’d never ask, Karla teased. According to this map, you’re at a place called “Palisades Nuclear Plant.” Apparently, it was built in the seventies and is currently set to close in a few years. At least, in our timeline, that is.  
 
    “So, you’re saying this place closed down before Doomsday?” I continued.  
 
    That is unclear, she admitted. We’re still not sure when Doomsday occurred in Dimension Nine-Fifty-One, so it could be an entirely different case there. 
 
    “Damn,” I grumbled. “Also, like… I don’t know that much about nuclear plant meltdowns, but I remember when Fukushima happened the news said it was really good the ocean was able to cool it down, so don’t they tend to build them on lakes or oceans or water in case there is a meltdown?” 
 
    Yes, Karla replied, but from the geological readouts I’m getting from your chip, it seems the water level has dropped drastically since this world has experienced the doomsday event. We should be able to get more time out of the meltdown. Can you ask her how long ago her event happened so I can confirm my calculations? 
 
    “Natalie, what was the last date you remember being mentioned?”  
 
    The blonde Scavenger seemed taken aback by the question. “Uh… the last time I got a date was back when I was about ten years old, when my parents told me it was the year two-thousand-and-twenty-five… ”  
 
    “And Doomsday happened when you were… ?”  
 
    “It’s not polite to ask a woman her age, Hunter,” Natalie grumbled and put her hands on her hips. “But if you must know, Doomsday happened when I was three.”  
 
    Twenty-eighteen. Doomsday happened in twenty-eighteen in this timeline.  
 
    “Karla,” I announced, “Doomsday happened before the plant shut down. Which means this has to be one of the ones they turned off voluntarily after the bombs went off.”  
 
    Then it should still have the capacity to turn back on, Karla noted.  
 
    “Hallelujah.” I breathed a sigh of relief. “Can you find any schematics about the place? Even some pictures or something to give us an idea of other ways inside?”  
 
    Give me a minute, the voice in my head noted. I’ll consult my father. 
 
    “How would she know anything about this place?” Natalie questioned. “Even if our universes are similar, it’s not like schematics and blueprints would just be lying around… ”  
 
    Oh, crap… I had forgotten the internet wasn’t a thing here in the nuclear wasteland. And if Natalie was only three years old when everything went to hell, she wouldn’t have known anything about it.  
 
    “Natalie,” I began, “did you parents ever talk about the internet? Or maybe the ‘world wide web?’”  
 
    “They made plenty of jokes about it.” The blonde Scavenger shrugged. “But I thought that was all it was. Jokes. The idea that you could hop on a machine and then view millions of pages of information or talk to people on other continents always seemed too absurd to be real.”  
 
    “That’s not all,” I added with a snicker, “you could look at cat videos, too.”  
 
    “See?” Natalie demanded. “That doesn’t sound real at all.”  
 
    “It was real, alright,” I assured her, “and it still is, in my dimension. And in a few minutes here, Karla is going to use the internet to find us all the information she possibly can about this power plant.”  
 
    So, Natalie and I sat there in silence as we awaited Karla’s report.  
 
    Meanwhile, the Rubberface who was standing guard on the main entrance looked bored out of his mind. He took a few paces back and forth before he threw his shotgun between his hands a few times, struck a few action poses, and then leaned back against the wall.  
 
    “I’m not gonna lie,” I admitted, “this Rubberface is kinda fun to watch.”  
 
    “Try to think of that when he’s attempting to rip our heads off,” the blonde Scavenger chuckled.  
 
    “There’s something I’ve been curious about… something that’s been bugging me the whole time I’ve been in this dimension… ” I pondered aloud. “How come all the Rubberfaces we’ve seen so far have been guys?”  
 
    “What makes you say that?” Natalie tilted her head curiously.  
 
    “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “They’re all really tall, muscular, and broad-shouldered creatures, and their voices sound really baritone.”  
 
    The corners of Natalie’s mouth twisted into a subtle smile, but she tried to hold in her amusement.  
 
    “Hunter… ” she giggled. “Rubberface men and women look exactly the same. The only way you can tell is by looking at their genitalia and, trust me, nobody wants to do that.”  
 
    “That’s messed up.” I shuddered. “All the more reason to blow their ugly butts to smithereens.”  
 
    My father was able to find the blueprints for the power plant, Karla spoke up suddenly. Their servers had surprisingly good encryption, but his AI was able to break through. It appears there are only two entrances that let you in from the outside. Otherwise, you’d have to break through a window or wall. Or, you could always wait for one of the mutants to open up an emergency exit from the inside.  
 
    “Is that sarcasm I detect?” I gasped as I feigned shock. “I think we’ll take our chances with the main doors. What about the inside?”  
 
    Fairly standard build… the voice in my head explained. There’s the main reactor, surrounded by all the proper equipment to keep it from going nuclear. Then there’s a bunch of hallways with various machinery… a break room… a few offices... If you want to turn the whole thing back on, though, I’d guess you need to be in the operator’s room. That’s the building right beside the reactor. Of course, things could be a bit different since this isn’t our dimension, so keep your eyes open. 
 
    “Then that’s where we’ll have to go,” I decided. “How far away are the two entrances to the operator’s room?”  
 
    Not close at all, Karla sighed. By my calculations, about a half a mile’s worth of building.  
 
    “Which means half a mile’s worth of enemies… ” I muttered. “Are you sure there’s no other way inside?”  
 
    Like I said, Karla shot back, unless you want to go through a window or wait for another door to open by chance, not really. 
 
    “Hunter?” Natalie spoke up. “I just had a crazy idea.”  
 
    “I’ll take anything at this point,” I admitted. “What is it?”  
 
    “Can you ask the voice in your head what exactly is inside of the large tube of concrete?” she continued.  
 
    “Natalie wants to know what’s inside the reactor core,” I relayed to Karla.  
 
    Just your standard reactor pieces, she answered nonchalantly. It’s mainly a containment structure, built to shield the energy put off by the reactor inside and a pressure vessel to separate the reactor from the containment structure.  
 
    I repeated the information for Natalie, and she seemed to get lost deep in thought.  
 
    “So, it’s mostly hollow?” she asked.  
 
    “I’d imagine, but what exactly are you getting at?” I scratched my head and sighed.  
 
    “We have another way in,” she proclaimed and pointed at the structure. “Take a look. There’s a large chunk of the roof that’s missing from the reactor building, and a bunch of rungs on the outside that go all the way up to the top.”  
 
    No way…  
 
    “Please tell me you’re not thinking what I think you are,” I gulped.  
 
    “I most certainly am.” The blonde woman grinned. “I think we should try to get up there and then rappel down into the building.”  
 
    Multiple alarms seemed to go off in my brain at the same time, and I felt like I was about to have a panic attack.  
 
    “That’s way too risky.” I shook my head. “What do we even have with us? Nylon and twine? How the hell is that going to hold our weight?”  
 
    “The nylon is ten-millimeter rope,” Natalie reminded me. “It’s the kind we often use for climbing and securing ourselves to structures at dangerous heights. It’s almost like fate told you to grab it so we’d have it for this very moment.”  
 
    Thanks a lot, fate…  
 
    I hated heights. Like, really hated heights.  
 
    I could do creepy crawly bugs and vermin… I could do tight spaces… but heights?  
 
    Not a chance.  
 
    “Uh… I don’t think we have anything to secure ourselves to,” I argued, “so we’re kinda screwed if our ropes snap off when we’re halfway down the structure.”  
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous, Hunter,” Natalie chuckled. “We’ll tie it to one of those large concrete beams on the side. Those things aren’t going anywhere any time soon.”  
 
    Well, crap. Maybe there wasn’t any way out of this.  
 
    We needed to get to the operator’s room, and it was right next to the reactor. Not to mention, we had no idea just how many Rubberfaces were inside of the building. For all we knew, there could be hundreds of the mutants waiting for us when we walked through those doors.  
 
    Going straight into the reactor would be the quickest way from point A to point B, and it would also probably be the least messy.  
 
    But, then again… The heights.  
 
    Your heart rate is increasing again, Hunter, Karla’s voice broke me out of my trance. Is everything alright?  
 
    “It’s fine,” I reassured the woman. “Natalie just suggested we rappel down into the reactor so we aren’t seen by the Rubberfaces. Is that even, like… safe?”  
 
    That’s a brilliant idea! the voice in my head gasped. Why didn’t I think of that?  
 
    “So… it is safe?” I tried to lead Karla on, but she wasn’t picking up on my hints. “There’s nothing that could go wrong if we do it that way? Nothing at all?”  
 
    Of course there are things that could go wrong, Karla scoffed. Your ropes could snap or the reactor could be turned on while you’re descending or the mutants could be waiting for you inside of the reactor structure itself. But you’re a Wayfarer, Hunter. You can’t be dissuaded by a little bit of risk.  
 
    I’d hardly call this a “little bit of risk,” but she was right.  
 
    If that was going to be the safest option for getting us through this mission in one piece, then that’s what we needed to do.  
 
    “She loves the idea,” I announced to Natalie. “Lead the way.”  
 
    Natalie couldn’t contain her excitement as she jumped up and down and grinned. Then she recomposed herself, readied her AK-47, and crouched down so she wasn’t as easily visible. She motioned for me to follow her, and we began to head around the building using the tree line as our cover.  
 
    Finally, we came to a point in the forest where we were straight across from the rungs that crawled up the side of the reactor, and Natalie took a deep breath as she looked around cautiously.  
 
    “There’s absolutely nothing out there in terms of cover,” the Scavenger warned. “If one of those ugly fuckers comes around the corner and sees us, the only option we have is to keep running and hope they aren’t a good shot. Are you ready?”  
 
    My heart was in my throat, but we didn’t really have much of a choice at this point. So, I gulped loudly, nodded, and then slung my shotgun back over my shoulder.  
 
    Natalie threw her AK-47 onto her back, held up three fingers, and then started to count down from three.  
 
    Three… Two… One.  
 
    We both took off in a full sprint toward the side of the building, and the entire time I ran, I swore I saw something moving out of the corner of my eye.  
 
    But we couldn’t stop.  
 
    Even if that was a whole horde of Rubberfaces armed to the gills with rifles and shotguns and rocket launchers, we couldn’t stop.  
 
    If we stopped, we’d be dead.  
 
    Our footfalls echoed loudly across the dirt and gravel of the ground, but we finally made it to the edge of the reactor building.  
 
    Without breaking stride, Natalie leapt up, grabbed onto the rungs that jutted from the side of the building, and began to climb.  
 
    I was right behind her, though I was much less graceful. I stopped at the bottom of the ladder, grabbed the rungs in front of me, hoisted my feet up onto the lowest ones, and then began my ascent.  
 
    The rungs of the ladder were old and crusty, and specks of dirty rust flaked off onto my hands with each move I made. I swore I heard the metal creak underneath me as I shifted my weight onto them, but I didn’t have any time to worry. There was still a long way to the top, and I was running on pure adrenaline.  
 
    I just had to keep reminding myself not to look down.  
 
    Dear god, Hunter, don’t look down.  
 
    We moved up the ladder as quickly as our bodies would take us. As we got closer to the top of the structure, the wind became stronger and frigid as it threatened to knock us both off the decrepit rungs. However, I forced myself to do nothing but look straight ahead.  
 
    Not down at the ground far below or up, where I’d see nothing but sky.  
 
    Just straight ahead, at the pocked, dull gray concrete before me.  
 
    My leg and arm muscles screamed from the stress of the long climb, but my adrenaline kept them from turning to complete mush. I had to keep going. Finally, just when my whole body started to ache, I felt my right hand hit a flat surface.  
 
    The rooftop.  
 
    Holy crap, we’d made it.  
 
    Almost.  
 
    The crumbling concrete gave out from beneath Natalie’s footing, and the Scavenger let out a gasp as she began to fall backwards off the building.  
 
    I threw out my hands swiftly, caught the falling woman by the wrist, and then let out a grunt of frustration as I willed every muscle in my body to hold on for dear life.  
 
    Natalie’s body slammed into the side of the concrete silo, and gravity threatened to pull her out of my grip.  
 
    I wasn’t going to let that happen.  
 
    I gritted my teeth as I gave a hearty tug, and soon I felt the weight lift from my hands.  
 
    Natalie was now back up to safety, and she looked like she had just seen a ghost.  
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered as she stood to her feet.  
 
    “H-Holy shit,” I panted. “That was inten-”  
 
    Before I could finish, Natalie put her hand over my mouth and gave me a sharp “shhh.”  
 
    “Don’t move,” she warned as quietly as she could. “And definitely don’t talk.”  
 
    Soon, I found out why. From all the way down at the ground, there was a loud clang.  
 
    We both froze in place as we waited for the angry calls of the Rubberface guard. A tense moment went by where neither of us moved, spoke, or even breathed.  
 
    Then, when I finally found my courage once more, I slowly crawled over to the side of the rooftop and peered over.  
 
    Sure enough, the Rubberface guard was down below inspecting the fallen rung.  
 
    Not good.  
 
    My heartbeat jumped to the levels of an Olympic sprinter as I watched him look around for whoever threw the metal piece. Then he looked upward, and I only had seconds to pull away before he saw me.  
 
    “He’s down there,” I whispered to Natalie. “And he just looked up.”  
 
    “Did he see you?” she hissed and pulled her AK-47 over her shoulder.  
 
    “I don’t know… ” I admitted. “I wasn’t going to stick around and find out.”  
 
    Natalie’s eyes were nearly crazed as she slowly slunk over to the edge of the rooftop. The blonde woman cautiously looked out over the side, and I prepared to hear gunshots.  
 
    However, they never came.  
 
    Instead, Natalie let out a sigh of relief and crawled back over to my position.  
 
    “He’s gone,” she announced. “Or, at least, he didn’t think the fallen rubble was worth investigating.”  
 
    “Whew.” I rubbed the sweat from my brow. “I’m really sorry about that, Natalie.”  
 
    “You have nothing to be sorry about, Hunter.” She shrugged and put her AK-47 back over her shoulder. “I’m the one who wasn’t paying attention to my footing. It was just a freak accident. I’m just glad you were there to catch me, or that guard would have found a lot more than a pile of rubble at the bottom of the ladder. Now, could you hand me that spool of rope that you brought along?”  
 
    I pulled the bag off my back, sat it down on the concrete, and then opened it up. The spool of rope was still at the top, so I pulled it out and handed it over to Natalie.  
 
    “Are you sure that’s enough?” I questioned.  
 
    Natalie walked over to the hole at the center of the roof, looked down into the structure, and then shrugged.  
 
    “Obviously, we don’t have enough to get us all the way down to the floor,” she noted, “but we don’t need that much. There’s a large, circular catwalk about fifty feet below us, and it appears to have ladders that will take us down to the next layer and then so on and so forth until we’re at the bottom.”  
 
    “Uh… those spools say ‘one-hundred feet’ each,” I explained. “Now, I’m not a mathematician, but by my calculations that’s not going to be enough to get us down there.”  
 
    “Oh, it won’t be,” Natalie admitted. “We also have to take into account the ten feet I’ll need to get it from the hole to the tie off. We’ll probably both only have about… thirty-five feet to work with when all’s said and done.”  
 
    “That’s still a fifteen-foot drop,” I gulped.  
 
    “And that’s a drop that’s survivable without injury.” Natalie shrugged, and then she walked over to the thick concrete pillars that jutted up off the edges of the roof.  
 
    “Karla?” I whispered to the voice in my head. “Can humans really survive a fifteen-foot drop without hurting themselves?”  
 
    It depends, Karla retorted. In theory, you could fuck up your leg by falling from a foot or two. It’s all in how you land, honestly.  
 
    “Okay… ” I grumbled. “Let me rephrase the question. How can I fall from fifteen feet without hurting myself?”  
 
    Over at the other side of the rooftop, Natalie was hard at work tying off our rappelling ropes. I was sure that, being a Scavenger, she knew how to tie a strong knot.  
 
    I just worried about the state of the building, especially after my little near miss a minute ago.  
 
    That’s easy, the voice in my head explained, you just have to tuck and roll. A few seconds before you reach the ground, just curl up into a ball, use your momentum to roll forward, and then pop up onto your feet. Do that, and you’ll be fine. 
 
    “That easy, huh?” I asked sarcastically. “I’m not a parkour runner, you know.”  
 
    Trust me, I know, Karla chuckled. But that’s really the only thing I can suggest in this situation. I’m assuming that means you are on the rooftop, and you’re short on rope?  
 
    “Are you sure you’re not seeing everything through my eyes, like with a secret camera or something?” I teased. “Because you’re getting really good at guessing the exact situations I’m finding myself in.”  
 
    We’re both good guessers, she mused. My father is a hyper-advanced artificial intelligence, after all. 
 
    I couldn’t argue with that logic.  
 
    Soon, Natalie had everything strapped up to the support beams, and she came back over with the two rope ends in her hand.  
 
    “Now, we just need to tie ourselves in,” she announced. “This is gonna be the thing that makes or breaks this whole endeavor.”  
 
    “Then you’d better do it right.” I winked.  
 
    Natalie rolled her eyes. “I thought you were the one who knew all about survivalist stuff?”  
 
    “I dabble.” I shrugged. “I will admit, I think I skipped over the episode where they taught you how to tie your own climbing harness.” 
 
    “It’s actually not as hard as it looks,” she admitted. “At least, not when you’re making them for easy escape. You didn’t happen to grab any carabiners, did you?”  
 
    I just shook my head. “I didn’t think we’d need them.”  
 
    “No worries,” Natalie noted, “that just means my knot-tying skills are going to be all the more important.”  
 
    The blonde woman took the end of the rope and wrapped it around my waist as tightly as she could. Then she looped it under one of my thighs, looped it underneath the part around my waist, and repeated the action on my other side.  
 
    “You think that’s tight enough?” I joked. “I’m not sure I’ll be able to have children if you go any tighter.”  
 
    “Squat down,” Natalie demanded, and I obeyed.  
 
    Once I was in position, she tightened the ropes even more, brought it back up around my waist, and then tied it off with a knot I couldn’t even recognize.  
 
    Then the woman gave my ass a quick smack.  
 
    “All good,” she giggled, so I stood back up.  
 
    Natalie proceeded to repeat the makeshift harness on herself, and all I could do was watch in awe as she worked her magic. Finally, she finished up her knots, gave a hard yank on the rope behind her, and turned back to me.  
 
    “Is that it?” I gulped as my hands grew clammy. “Are we ready to go?”  
 
    “As good as we’ll ever be,” Natalie mused as she walked over to the hole. “Now, watch what I’m doing carefully… If you don’t have tension on your rope from the start, you’re pretty much dead.”  
 
    “Noted,” I muttered as I walked over beside her.  
 
    The Scavenger pulled the slack in the rope up to her chest in bunches, so I followed her lead. Then, once the rope was nice and taut, she shimmied backward, placed her feet squarely on the edge of the hole, and took a deep breath.  
 
    “From here, we just slowly lower ourselves down,” she explained. “Don’t let too much tension out of the rope at one time, or you’ll risk breaking the knots or even the rope itself.”  
 
    “I definitely will not do that,” I chuckled, but I was currently scared out of my mind.  
 
    Natalie gave me a little salute, and then she began to let her rope slip through her fingers a little bit at a time. In just a few seconds, she was hanging down below me.  
 
    Now, it was my turn.  
 
    I took a deep breath, sat back in my harness, and released a small bit of my rope. My body felt like it was falling for a moment, but then it was suddenly caught by the tension of the cord. Now, I was hanging completely down inside of the reactor, with nothing keeping me from the ground but a strip of rope and some hand-tied knots.  
 
    Down below, the room was lit by only a few flickering fluorescent lights. I could see what Natalie had been referring to, a donut-shaped strip of metal that surrounded the perimeter of the structure and had a ladder that led down to other donut-shaped floors.  
 
    At least we didn’t have to do this the whole way down.  
 
    I continued to release the rope, inch by inch, until finally it went taut. I couldn’t go any lower.  
 
    Even more concerning was the fact that we were dangling over the giant pit at the center of the room, rather than the safety of the metal floor.  
 
    “Okay,” I called out to Natalie, who was also in the same predicament. “Now what?”  
 
    “We swing.” She pointed to the nearest strip of floor. “We get our momentum going, and then we cut ourselves loose when we think we have enough force to carry us to safety.”  
 
    “Wait… ” I gasped. “Whoa, whoa, whoa… This wasn’t part of the original plan.”  
 
    “I didn’t know the full extent of the situation,” Natalie said nonchalantly. “It’s changed now. All I know is that, if we want our feet safely on the ground, we’re going to need to do this.”  
 
    My entire body felt like it was on pins and needles as I hung there helplessly, like a marionette doll without its puppeteer.  
 
    Okay, Hunter…. You can do this. It wasn’t that hard. All I had to do was pretend I was back on the elementary school playground, on the swings that Tommy Jackson and I used to play on.  
 
    I reached back into my open backpack, pulled out the E-Tool, and unfolded it in my hands. I really, really hoped this was gonna be sharp enough to cut through this nylon.  
 
    “I see fear in your eyes, Hunter,” Natalie chuckled. “That’s the kind of thing I always see when I’m helping Marcus train the newbies. Now you’re getting the full Scavenger experience!”  
 
    I was sooo flattered.  
 
    Natalie and I both began to rock back and forth in the air. Eventually, we were able to build up momentum, until we reached the speed we needed to be.  
 
    Suddenly, Natalie flipped open her large folding knife, held it at the ready, and waited patiently. She swung forward… then back… and then, on the second forward swing, she swung her blade as hard as she could. Natalie struck the chord at one of its tautest points, and it snapped like a dry twig.  
 
    The woman’s body was released from the nylon rope’s grip, and she flew forward as if she’d been thrown from a moving vehicle. Natalie tucked and rolled as she hit the ground, and I watched her tumble a few feet before she popped back up to her feet.  
 
    “Alright, now it’s your turn,” she called back up to me as she put her blade away.  
 
    Even though I was still swinging like crazy, I wasn’t quite ready to make the cut. My heart felt like it was down in my feet, and the dizziness was just beginning to set in.  
 
    However, I didn’t have much more time to hesitate.  
 
    I heard a crack from above, and then my body rapidly dropped about two feet.  
 
    “Shit!” I gasped.  
 
    “The anchor!” Natalie gasped. “It’s coming loose! You need to get over here, right now!”  
 
    I started to rock back and forth so I could regain my momentum. Soon, I was moving even quicker than before.  
 
    I only had one shot at this, so I had to make it count.  
 
    I swung forward, then backward, and then I took a deep breath.  
 
    As I came forward, I lashed out at the rope above me with my E-Tool. There was an elastic snapping sound as the spade cut clean through the rope, and then I felt gravity completely take over.  
 
    My body shot forward like a bat out of hell, and I knew I had miscalculated the release.  
 
    All I could do was toss my E-Tool off to the side and then attempt to tuck and roll.  
 
    Unfortunately, my “tuck and roll” was more of just a “roll.”  
 
    I slammed into the metal with a loud thud as my body went prone and tumbled across its rough surface. My momentum came to a halt when I slammed into the concrete wall, and a wave of sharp pain shot through my entire left side.  
 
    There was a bit of blood trickling from my nose, and I felt like I’d just been hit by a freight train.  
 
    However, I was still alive.  
 
    As I opened my eyes, I saw Natalie fast approaching with a concerned look on her face.  
 
    At the same time, I saw a large chunk of concrete fall down into the hole from above, with my rope still attached to it. It smashed into the other side of the metal donut, bounced off, and then landed on the level below us with another loud thud.  
 
    Just in the nick of freaking time.  
 
    “Hunter, are you alright?” Natalie whimpered as she ran over.  
 
    “I’ll be fine,” I groaned and then got up on my hands and knees. “I think I just broke the entire left side of my ribcage, but that’s all.”  
 
    Your vitals are fine, Karla spoke up through the chip. Though, judging by the look of things, you’re probably going to be in a lot of pain for a while. And I wouldn’t be surprised if your entire left side was purple and black when you wake up tomorrow.  
 
    Natalie went to hug me as I stood up, but I quickly shook my head and held her at arm’s length.  
 
    “Karla says I’ll be fine,” I chuckled through a grimace. “And she’s the one who’s got access to my medical record in real time, so I’ll trust her on this one.”  
 
    “That looked like it hurt like a bitch,” Natalie said, and her face was still wrought with worry as she held out my E-Tool. “Also, I figured you’d want this back.”  
 
    “Oh, it did hurt,” I admitted as I took it back. “It still does. But, at least we’re here, and we got inside without alerting any of the Rubberfaces to our presence. Now, let’s get down to the ground level, go to the operator’s room, and finish this mission once and for all.”  
 
    “I love it when you talk all leader-like.” Natalie grinned.  
 
    As we began to walk toward the metal stairs, the sound of an opening door echoed through the reactor building. Then we heard the sound that neither of us wanted to hear.  
 
    “Loktar!” a gurgled voice called out from somewhere below. “Loktar skantrum!”  
 
    Natalie and I both froze in place when we realized what had happened.  
 
    The Rubberfaces must have heard our commotion and were coming to investigate.  
 
    “Well,” Natalie sighed as she pulled her AK-47 over her shoulder. “We never said this mission was going to be easy.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    This was it. Natalie and I were here, in the heart of a powered-down nuclear reactor, or the pressure vessel walkway, or wherever the fuck we were inside of this thing, and we had countless deadly and armed mutants headed our way.  
 
    Now, the mission had literally become do or die.  
 
    And I sure as hell didn’t intend to do the latter.  
 
    “I’m going to try to avoid firing my weapon as much as possible,” Natalie warned. “The last thing we want to do is cause irreparable damage to the nuclear reactor. I’m sure that’s not all of the Rubberfaces in the plant, either. But, if we go around firing off our weapons all willy-nilly, we’re sure as fuck going to find out just how many there are.”  
 
    “Stealth kills again?” I asked.  
 
    “That’s going to be impossible.” Natalie shook her head. “Especially if they have weapons of their own. I would suggest we make sure any shots we take are efficient and lethal.”  
 
    Efficient and lethal. Got it.  
 
    The footsteps of the Rubberfaces were still very distant, but they were growing closer by the moment. Surely by now, they’d at least seen our ropes dangling from the hole in the ceiling, and it wouldn’t take a genius to put two and two together.  
 
    The Rubberfaces knew we were here, and they were coming after us.  
 
    My whole body may have felt like it’d just been through the wringer, but I wasn’t going down without a fight. Not a chance.  
 
    “How many levels do you think we have to go down, Karla?” I questioned as I peered over the edge of the hole in the reactor’s center.  
 
    According to the schematics, fifteen, the voice in my head noted. 
 
    “Fifteen.” I nodded to my partner.  
 
    “That’s not too many,” Natalie said as she holstered her pistol and took up her AK-47 once more.  
 
    “That’s a lot of time for Rubberfaces to show up,” I sighed.  
 
    “Then we’d better make it quick.” Natalie nodded, and then she headed over toward the metal steps.  
 
    I hustled after her, and then we both treaded lightly as we descended to the next level. We only made it down one set of stairs, though, when we finally heard the whispers of the Rubberfaces.  
 
    “Iktuna?” one of them hissed as their footfalls echoed through the reactor.  
 
    “Iktunar,” another one corrected.  
 
    Natalie raised her hand in a silent order to stop. 
 
    I fell down on one knee, raised the sight of my pistol up to my eyes, and waited for the first poor bastard to pop his head up through the staircase.  
 
    Meanwhile, Natalie pulled out her knife, unfolded it, and then flipped it up so she was holding it by its blade.  
 
    Seconds later, we saw one of the ugly, deformed faces of the Rubberfaces rise up over the edge of the staircase.  
 
    The instant he did so, Natalie hauled back and tossed her knife straight at him.  
 
    It twirled through the air like a deadly boomerang before stabbing right between the Rubberface’s eyes. The mutant’s mouth went agape with surprise, but then he simply slumped forward and laid motionless.  
 
    Three more of the mutants dashed up the stairs, but I was more than ready for them.  
 
    I fired off three shots in rapid succession and then watched as each of the ugly suckers stumbled back from the impact. My bullets were loud, sporadic, and hastily-aimed, so none of them were quite the insta-kill shots I was going for.  
 
    Still, they got the job done.  
 
    Blood sprayed from the neck of one of the Rubberfaces as he tried in vain to halt the geyser of gore that came from his ruptured artery. Within seconds, he went into shock and collapsed to the ground as he bled out.  
 
    The other two mutants had been hit in the chest, and they quickly recovered from the assault.  
 
    Unfortunately for them, Natalie was right there to finish the job.  
 
    I watched in awe as the blonde Scavenger smacked the butt of her AK-47 into the face of one Rubberface and sent him staggering backwards. Then, before the second one could make a move, she smacked out his legs from underneath him with the barrel of her rifle. Once he was down on the ground, she proceeded to smash his head in with the hard butt of her weapon.  
 
    At the same time, I fired off two more shots into the stunned Rubberface. Two blasts of red mist sprayed into the air as the buckshot tore through his torso, and then he fell back onto the ground and began to twitch.  
 
    When I finally walked over to Natalie, I saw there was nothing left of her opponent other than a mushy pile of blood, brains, and skull fragments.  
 
    “You think he’s dead?” I joked.  
 
    Natalie rolled her eyes. “Don’t get too cocky yet. I’m sure that wasn’t all of them. In fact… ”  
 
    The blonde woman nodded downward just as more footsteps began to ascend metal stairs and platforms.  
 
    Natalie and I moved as quickly as we could, and we got down to level eleven before our progress was impeded once more.  
 
    This time, it was a much more… aggressive stop.  
 
    Sparks flew as a hailstorm of bullets shot up from underneath the ground, and Natalie was just able to hop back and avoid being torn to shreds by the deadly metal hornets. 
 
    “Back!” the Scavenger hissed as she threw her arm out against my chest and then pushed us both back against the wall.  
 
    The Rubberfaces’ bullets tore through the thin metal of the floor in a line that followed the curve of the structure, only a few inches in front of our bodies.  
 
    Had we been a foot or so out from the wall, our bodies would have been turned into bloody chunks of swiss cheese.  
 
    Suddenly, the hailstorm stopped, and we heard the clomp of boots headed up the stairs.  
 
    So, Natalie jumped forward, held her AK-47 out in front of her, and took aim.  
 
    “Our turn,” she growled.  
 
    The Scavenger squeezed the trigger on her rifle just as the first few Rubberfaces came up the stairs. They weren’t ready for the attack, and the ugly mutant bastards were torn to shreds by her swarm of bullets. Chunks of their guts were splattered onto their comrades behind them as they went down, and then their bodies went limp.  
 
    The remaining Rubberfaces ducked back to safety, and Natalie motioned for me to make a move.  
 
    I holstered my pistol, slid the shotgun off my shoulder, and ran over to the ledge. The second the barrel was in position, I squeezed the trigger and held on tight as a muzzle flare burst forth from my shotgun.  
 
    One of the mutants down below screamed as the buckshot separated his arm from his torso at the shoulder, and a spray of crimson blood arced into the air. The blast didn’t completely take the limb off, however, so the Rubberface was left with an appendage that was hanging by only a mangled string of muscle and skin.  
 
    I pumped the action and went to load another round, but I wasn’t quick enough. One of the ugly bastards grabbed the barrel of my shotgun and gave it a good yank, and I felt myself pulled off my feet.  
 
    “Hunter!” Natalie gasped as I fell down the stairs and felt the shotgun leave my hands.  
 
    Bursts of pain shot through my body with each jagged metal step I slammed into, and in just a second or two, I was laying prone on the ground.  
 
    Right at the center of three more Rubberfaces. All of whom had guns.  
 
    I instinctively threw up my feet and kangaroo-kicked the mutant standing at my lower half.  
 
    He grunted as his eyes went wide, and he stumbled backward. Then, he lost his footing and flailed helplessly as he slipped over the edge of the metal platform.  
 
    The other two Rubberfaces didn’t even try to help him. They just watched him, with confusion plastered on their faces.  
 
    Maybe they weren’t as bright as Natalie had feared.  
 
    So, I quickly unfolded my E-Tool and lashed out at the mutant on my right.  
 
    His shins were sliced open as he turned back to face me, and then he fell down onto his knees. As he did so, I thrust my spade straight up into the soft spot of his mandible and skewered him straight through his brain from below.  
 
    The third Rubberface raised his rifle up to my head, but I was too quick with my E-Tool for the fucker. I ducked down, lashed out with the pointed end of the spade, and slashed it across his tunic-covered stomach.  
 
    The Rubberface let out a gurgled cry as his guts spilled out onto the metal floor with a steaming hiss, and then he fell over on top of them. His body twitched for a moment before I stabbed my weapon through his brain and put him out of his misery.  
 
    “You okay?” Natalie called out as she made her way down the stairs.  
 
    “Still aching all over,” I chuckled as she helped me back to my feet. “And covered in blood and guts. Otherwise, I’m peachy.”  
 
    “Now, you’re starting to sound like a true Scavenger,” the blonde woman noted.  
 
    I picked up my shotgun from one of the dead mutants, slung it over my shoulder, and then reloaded as we ascended the next set of stairs. The journey from our current level to the ground was uneventful, but that still didn’t stop my heart from palpitating in my chest. Finally, when we reached the bottom, I let out a sigh of relief.  
 
    I should have known that it would be premature.  
 
    Suddenly, the door on the far side of the structure burst open, and three more Rubberfaces dashed in with their guns at the ready.  
 
    Thankfully, Natalie was a quick thinker.  
 
    The Scavenger aimed her rifle down at the metal meshed floor beneath our feet.  
 
    “Haktra!” she hissed at the mutants. “Haktra dakrtrata!”  
 
    All three of the mutants stopped in their tracks, and their eyes were wide in horror.  
 
    “Iktunar!” they hissed, but none of them seemed to dare to make a move.  
 
    “I just threatened to shoot the core,” Natalie explained without glancing at me. “If I do that, there goes any chance they have at a mid-morning snack.”  
 
    We stood in this tense Mexican standoff for what seemed like hours, though it was probably only a few minutes. Both parties had their fingers on their triggers, and it was only a matter of who could get their shots off first.  
 
    Think, Hunter… There were three of them, and two of us. There had to be a way to even up the odds.  
 
    That’s when it hit me.  
 
    I had to give myself up.  
 
    If these creatures really were as sentient as we thought, that would at least give Natalie a chance to catch them off guard.  
 
    “Can those things understand us?” I questioned, and Natalie just shrugged.  
 
    “I don’t know,” she admitted. “Why? What are you about to do?”  
 
    “Something really stupid,” I warned. “You’ll know what to do when it happens.”  
 
    Before the blonde could ask any questions, I slowly laid my shotgun down onto the ground and then kicked it away with my foot. Next, I held my hands in the air and took a step forward.  
 
    “You really weren’t kidding,” Natalie growled.  
 
    “I give up,” I lied as I faced the mutants. “See? Look. No weapons.”  
 
    I took another step, and the mutants pointed all of their rifles at me.  
 
    That’s right… Just keep them away from Natalie.  
 
    “Iktuna!” the mutant on the far right hissed. “Slak Iktuna!”  
 
    My heart was now hammering like a war drum as I approached the deadly creatures, beings who could tear me apart with their bare hands if they wanted to.  
 
    Then again, with their high-powered rifles, they really didn’t have to.  
 
    “What the fuck are you doing?” Natalie hissed behind me, but I ignored her.  
 
    “Let her go, and take me,” I offered my opponents. “We’re sorry we crashed your party, but nobody else has to die. Just let the girl go.”  
 
    “Are you fucking serious?” the Scavenger hissed. “Don’t go soft on me now, Hunter.”  
 
    I hadn’t done any acting since my second-grade play, but apparently I was a natural. Even if I knew I was lying, and the Rubberfaces might not have understood what I was saying, everyone was falling for it.  
 
    Two of the Rubberfaces looked at each other, and then the one at the center nodded. The mutant on the left lowered his weapon, took a step forward, and reached out to grab me.  
 
    But I quickly sidestepped his grip, pulled my E-Tool from my belt, and took off his arm at the elbow.  
 
    The Rubberface screamed as the stump on his arm erupted in a geyser of blood, but I didn’t have time to revel in my victory.  
 
    I threw up my boot, kicked the disoriented mutant in the chest, and shoved him back into his comrades.  
 
    The Rubberface in the center went down, but the last one raised his rifle.  
 
    Thankfully, Natalie was faster.  
 
    The Scavenger raised her gun’s sight to her eyes, squeezed the trigger, and ripped her opponent apart with a swarm of bullets. Then, as his corpse collapsed to the ground, she turned her attention to the remaining Rubberface. Natalie squeezed the trigger once more, and his head exploded like a gore-filled balloon.  
 
    Once the coast was clear, I ran over to the dismembered mutant and ended his life with a quick swipe of my E-Tool.  
 
    “Not bad for a Pest Control Technician, eh?” I laughed as I stepped back and picked up my discarded shotgun.  
 
    “Not bad at all.” Natalie grinned. “You’re a natural Scavenger, Hunter. Even if you did have to feign weakness to get us out of the situation.”  
 
    “I didn’t get us out of the situation,” I noted, “you’re the one who had the idea to hold the nuclear reactor hostage. If you hadn’t done that, we’d both be bloody heaps on the ground right now. We make a good team.”  
 
    “Yes,” she nodded as she stared into my eyes for a second. 
 
    The Scavenger and I stepped over the corpses, slowly pulled open the door they’d emerged from, and then cautiously peeked inside.  
 
    Beyond the door was a massive room with off-white eggshell walls covered from head to toe in various equipment. Dark, cracked screens and gauges of every sort spread across the pale walls, while hundreds of buttons and switches were interspersed in between.  
 
    Metal desks with dark, twenty-ten era monitors were littered throughout the space, on top of a decrepit old carpet that appeared to have been gray at one point. There were phones all over the place, too, but those things were long past the point of usability.  
 
    This was it.  
 
    The control room.  
 
    “We’re in, Karla,” I announced as I holstered all my weapons. “What do I need to do to get this puppy back up and running?”  
 
    Finally, Karla’s voice sighed. I was starting to get worried about you guys.  
 
    “I appreciate the concern,” I mumbled, “but right now we just need to figure out how to restart the reactor.”  
 
    My father checked out the systems of the plant here in Dimension One, she explained. According to his analysis, there should be a “mainframe” computer. It’d be the one at the very center of the room.  
 
    I searched around until I saw what she was talking about. There, at the literal center of the space, was a circular desk with a single, large computer monitor at its center. The screen was apparently on, because it was currently showing one of those vintage “cgi pipe” screensavers.  
 
    “The computer’s already on,” I noted to both Karla and Natalie. “I bet they have some solar powered generators somewhere that’s powering everything, but I think the Rubberfaces were probably already trying to mess with the computer when we got here.”  
 
    I walked over to the desk, plopped myself down into the black rolling chair, and coughed as decades worth of dust sprayed up into the air. Once I was over the hacking fit, I moved the mouse and watched as the monitor sprang to life.  
 
    There were about a dozen different tabs open on the screen, a further indicator that the Rubberfaces were trying to restart this thing on their own. I shut them all down in a flash, and then chuckled at the background on the desktop.  
 
    It was this very power plant, back when it was still an active institution. Even better, the words “for a better future” were plastered across the bottom in comic sans writing.  
 
    The owner of this computer didn’t know just how right they were.  
 
    “Is this what the internet looks like?” Natalie questioned as she stared at the screen in awe. “We’ve found screens like this before in the Fallen Lands, but they’re always too broken to use. That, and we haven’t really mastered electricity yet.”  
 
    “Generators, Natalie,” I chuckled. “They’ll do wonders for you. But no, this isn’t the internet. I’m guessing these places run on their own network so they can’t be hacked by foreign governments or anything like that.”  
 
    Natalie stared at me blankly. “I didn’t understand a single word of what you just said.”  
 
    I figured as much.  
 
    “It’s not the internet,” I repeated, “but I’ll gladly show you that when--”  
 
    Suddenly, there was the sound of creaking hinges, and the door on the other side of the room began to open.  
 
    “Krakal?” a Rubberface voice asked calmly as a mutant swung open the door.  
 
    “Fuck!” Natalie hissed as she raised her AK-47. “I should have known there were more!”  
 
    The Scavenger squeezed off a round of bullets, and the metal swarm ripped through the Rubberface like a hot knife through butter. I could see there were several more of the mutants in the hallway on the other side of the door, though, and they recoiled in fear at the sight of their dead friend.  
 
    “Karla, walk me through this!” I ordered. “We’re under attack, so the quicker, the better!”  
 
    “I’ll hold them off,” Natalie growled as she kicked over a nearby desk. “Just get this reactor back online, and I’ll worry about these bastards.”  
 
    Tell me what you see, Hunter, Karla said calmly.  
 
    “Uhhh… ” I squinted at the screen as more gunshots rang out from my right. “There’s a bunch of folders… A ‘My Computer’ shortcut… And Minesweeper.”  
 
    Father says one of the folders should be entitled “Reactor Logs,” Karla replied. That’s the one that has the information you’ll need to put into the command prompt.  
 
    I dragged the cursor over to the folder in question, double clicked, and then began to forage through the files inside.  
 
    “Hunter?” Natalie called out. “How are we doing? There’s way more of these guys than I thought, and I’m almost out of ammo.”  
 
    “Working on it,” I promised the Scavenger, and then I pulled the shotgun over my shoulder. “Here, take these. You definitely need them more than me right now.”  
 
    I slid the shotgun over to her position, and I unholstered my pistol and did the same thing with it. Then I turned back to the computer and continued to look for anything that could help us.  
 
    My father says there’s a file somewhere in that folder that contains the most recent logs, the voice in my head started once more. If the plant really was turned off voluntarily, then it will have the sequence they used to shut it down. If you can find that-- 
 
    “We can reverse it and turn it back on,” I finished. “But what about the sabotage? How on Earth do we do that?”  
 
    Suddenly, there was an empty clicking noise from Natalie’s barricade, and then I saw her rifle get tossed to the side. The next thing I knew, thunderous blasts from my shotgun echoed through the room.  
 
    Let’s get there first, Karla said, then we can worry about that.  
 
    Finally, after another minute or two of scrolling through the logs with my heart in my throat, I found it. The log was dated November tenth, twenty-nineteen, and it was the latest one I could find in the system.  
 
    That had to be it.  
 
    I double-clicked the log, and my screen lit up with a bunch of data I couldn’t make any hide nor hair of.  
 
    “I-I have no idea what I’m looking at, Karla,” I sighed. “It’s just a bunch of gibberish to me.”  
 
    Is there a sequence of data on the page that starts with “shutdown” or “close” or even “cease?”  
 
    I scanned up and down the logs until my eyes finally came to a line that began with the words “cease operations.”  
 
    “There it is!” I gasped.  
 
    Read it off to me, Karla ordered, so I obliged.  
 
    Even with the familiar phrase, the rest of the line was nothing but random letters and characters in a jumble. It meant nothing to me, but I hoped Karla and Dr. Nash would be able to figure it out.  
 
    Suddenly, a stray bullet smashed into one of the gauges on the wall and sent bits of drywall, glass, and metal into the air. I ducked down to avoid the debris, but thankfully they didn’t land anywhere near my position.  
 
    I popped back up and looked over just as Natalie blew the leg off another mutant. Then, before his friends could make a move, she blasted a hole straight through their chests.  
 
    Go, Natalie.  
 
    Alright… this should be a simple fix, the voice of Miss Nash remarked. Just follow my directions to a tee, and it should all be fine. Open up the command prompt. I believe with that vintage of computers, you just have to hit “windows” and “X” at the same time.  
 
    I hit the buttons, and a small black and white box popped up on my screen. It was completely blank, save for the blinking line of my cursor.  
 
    “Got it,” I announced. “Now what?”  
 
    Type in “restart functions,” immediately followed by a backslash and a “r.”  
 
    I did what she asked, and then the computer made a loud beeping noise.  
 
    “It’s restarted,” I noted.  
 
    Good, Karla continued. Now, type in this line of commands.  
 
    The voice in my head rattled off twenty more lines of commands. I had no idea what any of them meant or what any of them did, but I really didn’t care at this point.  
 
    I trusted Karla, and I wanted to get out of this dangerous dimension as quickly as possible.  
 
    Eventually, I finished the last line of prompts and hit enter.  
 
    All around the room, lights began to flash as monitors booted back up, and the air was filled with a mechanical whirring sound. Next, a loud siren began to blare, accompanied by a spinning red light at the center of the ceiling.  
 
    “I think--I think we did it!” I called out excitedly. “The plant is back on!”  
 
    Unfortunately, my celebration was cut short by a bullet that smashed into the monitor to my left. I ducked down under the desk, but the danger had already passed.  
 
    Don’t celebrate yet, Karla warned, we still need to sabotage this thing. Get back on the command prompt.  
 
    I sat back in the dusty black chair just as I heard another mechanical click.  
 
    “Fuck!” Natalie growled. “The shotgun’s out, too!”  
 
    The blonde Scavenger pulled her pistol out from its holster with one hand and drew her knife with the other. Then she began to fire off rounds as she charged at the incoming mutants.  
 
    My stomach turned over as I watched the woman get to work. She was a certified badass, but I didn’t know how much longer she could hold these ugly bastards off. 
 
    We had to get out of here, and quickly.  
 
    “What do I do, Karla?” I demanded.  
 
    In the command prompt, I want you to type in “withdraw function,” followed by “cooling rods” and a backslash with an “s,” she explained. Then, once that’s done, type in “Test manual controls.” 
 
    “Okay… uhhh, got it. Oh, hey, a menu popped up.” 
 
    Oh, that’s even better! Set these options: Control Rods Position--Out. Emer-- 
 
    “It’s already there,” I confirmed. 
 
    Good. Just adjust these ones: Emergency Coolant Pumps-- Off. Coolant Valves-- Shut. Reactor Temperature-- 10* C. Pressure Vessel Pressure-- Zero. Radiation Meters-- Override. Emergency Pressure Valves-- Open. 
 
    “Okay. Those are all set.” 
 
    Now type in “Pressure Vessel Inspection Hatches: Unlock. Then you are going to type in whatever period of time you want to use as a delay.  
 
    I followed Karla’s orders, hit enter, and then typed in the delay. One week would probably be enough time for all of the Rubberfaces to get here, as well as enough time for the Scavengers to evacuate.  
 
    If they even wanted to evacuate, that is.  
 
    Finally, I took a deep breath and pressed the button.  
 
    The command prompt disappeared, and I was left with nothing but the corny desktop with all its files and folders.  
 
    “That’s it?” I questioned. “It’s all set up.”  
 
    Good, Karla noted. This will force the system to slowly fry before meltdown. Now destroy that monitor and get the fuck out of there. The reactor won’t start immediately, but I wouldn’t want to be anywhere near it when it starts giving off radiation again.  
 
    “Natalie!” I called out to the Scavenger as I grabbed my E-Tool. “We’re all good here!”  
 
    I raised the spade up above my head and then brought it down right on top of the monitor. The screen turned shades of blue and purple as it was cracked straight down the middle, and bits of plastic flew up into the air.  
 
    When I turned back to Natalie, I saw she was currently in the process of hiding behind another desk, and she was still engaged with the Rubberfaces trying to come through the doorway. A large pile of dead bodies was scattered throughout the far side of the room, but the mutants still tried to push forward.  
 
    “This is our only way out!” Natalie cried as she fired off a few more rounds. “We can’t leave until they’re all gone!”  
 
    “That’s not true,” I announced. “We can come out the way we came in. Your rope is still dangling down, isn’t it?”  
 
    “Yeah, but--” Natalie started to protest, but I cut her off.  
 
    “Do you have a better option?” I noted as I pointed at the door. “The bodies on the ground will give us enough of a head start, but we have to go now, before the reactor starts up again.”  
 
    I snatched up my pistol from the ground beside Natalie, fired a few haphazard shots at the doorway, and then motioned for the Scavenger to follow me.  
 
    Both of us ran toward the door that led to the reactor, and we only stopped to duck for cover or to return fire. Soon, we were on the other side of the room, and we slammed the door shut behind us.  
 
    “This is a terrible idea,” Natalie sighed as we began up the steps of the first level. “Just for the record.”  
 
    “Noted,” I chuckled.  
 
    The two of us got all the way up to the tenth story before we heard the door slam open below.  
 
    “Iktunar!” the mutants screamed, and then they began to fire up into the air.  
 
    Thankfully, they had no idea where we currently were, and their bullets smashed into the far wall of the structure harmlessly.  
 
    We continued our ascent until we finally reached the top. There, dangling about ten feet above us, was the rope Natalie had used to rappel down into the silo.  
 
    “I’ll give you a boost.” I nodded as I holstered my pistol and put my hands together. “Just like you did before.”  
 
    Natalie took a step back, shook her body in preparation, and then bounded straight toward me. The second her boot touched my palms, I thrust her up into the air with as much force as I could muster.  
 
    The blonde woman caught the rope in her hands and let out a victorious laugh. 
 
    Then there was the sound of cracking concrete, and the rope gave out about ten feet. The Scavenger screamed as she fell down, but thankfully the anchor didn’t give out completely.  
 
    I threw out my hand, grabbed Natalie, and pulled her back onto the platform to safety.  
 
    “Now what?” I gasped. “We’ll be lucky if that thing holds one of us without breaking, let alone both of us.”  
 
    “I-I don’t know.” Natalie sighed and hung her head. “I… I think this might be it, Hunter. I don’t have any other ideas.”  
 
    “Don’t talk like that,” I said as I grabbed her face in my hands and looked her right in the eyes. “We’re gonna get out of here, okay?”  
 
    “No, we’re not.” The blonde woman’s eyes filled with tears. “At least we saved my dimension though, right?”  
 
    “Right,” I said with a somber nod.  
 
    As much as I hated to admit it, Natalie was right. Maybe one of us had the chance to escape, but that was only if the anchor decided to hold. And even then, we still had the Rubberfaces to worry about.  
 
    I could hear their footsteps growing closer, and it was only a matter of time before they were upon us.  
 
    Then I heard a sound that made my hair stand on end.  
 
    The chuff of helicopter blades.  
 
    A moment later, a dark shadow appeared over the hole in the silo, and then two ropes fell down through the opening.  
 
    At their end were the Scavengers William and Harrison, both armed with AK-47s. The two men took aim at the platforms down below, squeezed their triggers, and rained hell on the Rubberfaces. They both held their attack for a solid ten seconds, and then they holstered their weapons and high-fived each other.  
 
    “William?” Natalie gasped. “Harrison?”  
 
    “I heard a little bloke and sheila were in trouble!” he shouted as he threw his weapon over his shoulder. “So, we figured we’d come to bail the two of ‘yas out.”  
 
    “Marcus is going to be sooooo pissed,” Natalie murmured, but her face was plastered with a wide grin.  
 
    “I wouldn’t worry about him,” Harrison called down as he pointed up at the hovering chopper. “It was his idea to come get ya.”  
 
    “Now, are we gonna all just gonna stand here with our weddin’ tackles in our hands,” William interjected, “or are we gonna shoot through this godforsaken place?”  
 
    God bless this man.  
 
    William and Harrison both held out their hands, and Natalie and I took them. The two men wrapped their arms around us in a bear-hug like hold and produced a flashlight from their belts. They flashed them up at the pilot twice, and then the ropes began to rise.  
 
    Soon, all four of us were pulled up to the cabin of the helicopter, where another Scavenger helped us crawl up inside.  
 
    It was Marcus.  
 
    “Well, well, well… ” He feigned annoyance as he placed his hands on his hips. “Look who couldn’t pull it off on their own after all.”  
 
    “Can it, Marcus,” Natalie joked. “We did literally everything but escape.”  
 
    “It’s still a crucial point,” the Scavenger leader chuckled.  
 
    “Thank you.” I nodded and outstretched my hand to Marcus. “We disobeyed your direct orders, stole your supplies and your dune buggy… And you still came back for us.”  
 
    “Of course I did, Hunter!” Marcus proclaimed. “You’re a Scavenger, my boy. Now, let’s get the fuck out of here, eh?”  
 
    Marcus turned to the pilot, let out a loud whistle, and then the chopper began to head back toward the camp.  
 
    Meanwhile, I slumped back down into one of the chairs.  
 
    It was over.  
 
    Somehow, some way… Natalie and I had pulled it off, and we’d both come out the other side in one piece.  
 
    If this didn’t call for a Scavenger celebration, I didn’t know what did.  
 
    “Karla,” I whispered to the voice in my head. “Tell your father… mission accomplished.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    Now that we were safely away from the power plant, in the cabin of the helicopter headed back to our base, the entire Scavenger crew was in full celebration mode.  
 
    “Could you guys have cut it any closer?” Natalie laughed. “We were literally minutes away from death.”  
 
    “It’s not too late to take ya back.” William shrugged.  
 
    “Of course I cut it close, I wanted to make sure you were grateful.” Marcus mused sarcastically, and Natalie responded with a playful slap to his arm.  
 
    “But seriously,” I spoke up. “What made you decide to change your mind?”  
 
    Marcus’ face grew overly serious as he leaned back in his chair.  
 
    “I never changed my mind,” he admitted. “I thought it was a hopeless plan back then, and I thought it was a hopeless plan all the way up until we picked you up. Thankfully, I was one-hundred percent wrong, and I fully admit that. However, the reason I came back for you was simple… We don’t leave our own to die, no matter how much they’ve wronged us.”  
 
    “But… what about the people you’ve exiled over the years?” the blonde woman questioned. “They were ‘your people,’ too, right?”  
 
    “Wait,” William chuckled, “do you really think Marcus here just sent ‘em off into the forest alone to die?”  
 
    Marcus shot the Aussie a glare, but William didn’t give a damn.  
 
    “That’s what we were all told.” Natalie’s eyes narrowed. “Is that not accurate?”  
 
    “I think we should maybe--” Marcus began, but William cut him off.  
 
    “Not inna slightest, sweetie!” William guffawed. “Marcus here just ‘banished’ em to another Scavenger group. The one up on the north coast, near the place with the abandoned stadium.”  
 
    “Wait,” Natalie gasped, “you’re telling me this whole time, you’ve just been sending people off to another group, and they’re perfectly fine?”  
 
    “It wasn’t a total lie,” Marcus grumbled, “I did banish them from the Scavengers… But I wasn’t gonna be the one to sign their death warrants. All of our banished brothers are up in the Coldlands with the Scroungers.”  
 
    “The Scroungers?” I chuckled. “How original.”  
 
    “Well, we sure as fuck weren’t lettin’ ‘em take our name!” William cackled.  
 
    “In all seriousness, though,” I noted, “you should probably get with them and let them know everything that’s gone down. They’ll probably need to evacuate this area before the meltdown happens, too.”  
 
    “I’m already planning on it, Hunter.” Marcus nodded. “In fact, now that we have to be completely uprooted… I think we’re going to make some drastic changes to our lifestyle.”  
 
    “Whoa, there,” Harrison spoke up, “how ‘drastic’ are we talking here? I kind of like our current lifestyle.”  
 
    “And you’ll enjoy the new one, as well,” Marcus reassured his follower as he placed his hand on the man’s shoulder. “We will still scavenge fallen cities and make camp and do all those things. But we’re going on the move. We need to tell every single surviving human about what happened here. If we can somehow replicate your actions at other nuclear plants across the world? The Rubberface species will be wiped off the face of the map.”  
 
    That must have been what Karla and Dr. Nash had been talking about. This was how the timeline was saved.  
 
    If the Scavengers helped the rest of humanity in eliminating the Rubberfaces, there would be no more threat to their existence.  
 
    Once the mutants were gone, the human race could start to rebuild.  
 
    All on the shoulders of Marcus and the Scavengers.  
 
    Suddenly, Karla’s voice popped into my head.  
 
    Hunter? Miss Nash questioned. Are you there? We’ve got some… interesting developments going on over here.  
 
    My heart sank into my stomach.  
 
    “What’s up?” I asked softly enough so nobody else in the helicopter could hear, which wasn’t hard since it was crazy loud.  
 
    My father’s algorithms are going crazy right now, she explained. Did anything unusual happen during your mission? 
 
    “What, other than fighting off bloodthirsty mutants?” I joked. “Other than that, no. The mission was successful, and I should be ready to go after I wrap some things up with the Scavengers.”  
 
    Just you? the voice in my head questioned. What happened to Natalie?  
 
    “She hasn’t made a decision yet,” I explained. “She’s still got a lot to work to do here, with her own people, so I’m not sure if she’s going to be coming back to Dimension One.”  
 
    Hunter… that’s not going to work, Karla sighed. My father ran some further calculations while you’ve been off on your adventure. Remember how the success of this mission gave the timeline a ninety percent chance of survival?  
 
    “I do,” I confirmed.  
 
    Well, he finally found the variation that makes the odds better, she continued. If the dimension’s Wayfarer is removed from the timeline, the chance of humanity’s survival jumps up to ninety-nine point eight percent. It’s a major difference.  
 
    “You’re just telling me this now?” I grumbled. “That would have been really great to know back when Natalie was still on the fence about this whole thing. But I don’t know what she’s thinking now, and I’m not going to just force her to come with me.”  
 
    We would have told you sooner, Karla explained, but you were in the middle of fighting off a bunch of bloodthirsty mutants. And making love to her. I didn’t want to interrupt--Wait… Hunter! That’s it! 
 
    “Uhhh, what?” I asked. 
 
    Okay… sooooo… This is a personal question. 
 
    “You watched my heart rate when Natalie and I were being intimate,” I noted, “I don’t think any question is going to be too personal. Trust me.”  
 
    Did you use a condom? 
 
    Okay, that was definitely way more personal than I thought it was going to be.  
 
    “Uhhh… no, but what does that have to do with--” 
 
    Did you pull out? 
 
    “What does that have anything to do with--” 
 
    It has to do with everything, Karla reiterated.  
 
    “Uh… No, I didn’t,” I admitted. “Is that a problem?”  
 
    Not a “problem,” per say, Karla replied. But it does complicate things… If she’s pregnant, it means your fates are now forever intertwined. That explains why my father’s algorithms are going crazy at the moment… And it creates a very interesting predicament. 
 
    “What’s that?” I dared to ask.  
 
    Natalie cannot stay in her dimension, the voice in my head announced. If she stays in Dimension Nine-Fifty-One, the timeline is completely fucked.  
 
    “Wait… ” I shook my head and tried to make sense of it all. “I thought you said if we were successful, there was a ninety percent chance this timeline would survive?”  
 
    That was before this new development, she explained. If Natalie is pregnant with your child, then your DNA is going to stay here, and leaving her in Dimension Nine-Fifty-One would completely rip apart the time-line and destroy every living thing there. In short, if you can’t get Natalie to come back with you, to your original dimension where your DNA is anchored, her entire dimension is doomed as soon as she gives birth to your child. 
 
    “But how do you know?” I asked as my head started to spin faster than the helicopter blades. “We just had sex yesterday. Doesn’t it take like a week or two to know for sure? Doesn’t morning sickness happen like four or six weeks after? Can’t things happen in childbirth? This world is pretty tough to survive in-- even without the crazy mutants and--” 
 
    It’s our formulas. The double arrow. The only explanation for our numbers looking all fucked up like they do is because she is definitely going to bear you a healthy child in forty weeks, or our systems wouldn’t be spitting back this chaos. She needs to come back with you. 
 
    “So, she doesn’t really have a choice, does she?” I questioned as I glanced across the seats of the helicopter to Natalie. The blonde woman had been staring out the window with a slight smile on her lips, but when she noticed me look at her, she glanced at me and her smile widened until I could see her perfect teeth. 
 
    She had no idea my child grew inside of her right now. I guess she had wanted it, since she’d demanded my sperm when we made love on the beach, but I didn’t even know if I wanted it. 
 
    Just two days ago I’d been a Pest Control Technician. Now I was… what? Some sort of dimensional and time-shifting Jean-Claude Van Damme warrior?  
 
    Holy shit. I was going to be a dad.  
 
    Holy shit, the beautiful and badass blonde warrior woman across from me was going to give me a child. 
 
    Your heart is racing. What’s wrong? 
 
    “Uhhh, I’m just… Trying to come to terms with everything,” I said, and I realized Natalie had tilted her head a bit and was staring at my face with her eyebrows raised. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I saw her lips move, but I couldn’t hear her over the helicopter. 
 
    “Nothing,” I mouthed back to her as I waved my hands and forced myself to smile. 
 
    Natalie smiled at me again, nodded, and then turned to look back out at the ruined earth we flew over. 
 
    Something seems wrong, Karla said. 
 
    “I’ll have to double my efforts to try and convince her,” I said. “She has to come back with me. I don’t want this world to be destroyed when I just worked so hard to give it a chance, and I want to meet my kid.”  
 
    Just put on that whole “charming Midwesterner” act you do, Karla joked. Who could say no to that?  
 
    “You think I’m charming?” I smiled at the rare compliment from Karla.  
 
    Don’t push your luck, Hunter, she chuckled. Just get her to return with you to Dimension One, and let me know when you’re ready to return. Over and out.  
 
    Karla’s voice went silent, and I glanced back over at Natalie.  
 
    The blonde woman was now yelling at her Scavenger friends, and she laughed heartily as she reminisced about our mission.  
 
    She needed to come back with me. I had to convince her. 
 
    Since we were airborne, the ride back to the camp took only about fifteen minutes. Soon, the helicopter landed atop the large Scavenger boat, and we all exited to an enthusiastic crowd.  
 
    The rest of the Scavengers lined the beach of their camp, and they let out a loud cheer when they saw Natalie and me.  
 
    “A hero’s welcome?” I whistled. “I definitely didn’t expect that.”  
 
    “Neither did I,” Natalie admitted as we made our way down to the beach.  
 
    The Scavengers greeted us one-by-one, and each of them sang our praises and told us how grateful they were to have us around.  
 
    Unfortunately, I couldn’t celebrate for long.  
 
    My mission was over. The timeline was saved, and it was time for me to go home.  
 
    So, I walked up to where Marcus, William, Harrison, and Natalie were standing with a somber expression on my face.  
 
    “Look guys… ” I sighed. “I don’t know if Natalie told any of you, but I’m not from around here. Like, really, really not from around here.”  
 
    “She tried to explain,” William admitted, “but I think I got shit for brains, ‘cause I had no idea what she was talkin’ about.”  
 
    “You’re a dimension hopper?” Marcus nodded. “And Natalie is one, too, and can come with you, but now you’ve now come to say goodbye?”  
 
    “I--Uh, yeah,” I said as I blinked at them. “That’s… well, that’s exactly what I’m doing. My job is done here, and there are other timelines that need to be saved. Plus, not gonna lie… As much as I’ve enjoyed your hospitality, I miss my own bed. And my shower. And clean clothes.”  
 
    “Wow,” Harrison chuckled, “maybe we should all come with you to this new timeline?” 
 
    “You’ve got showers?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “And--” 
 
    “And you got like hot water?” he pressed as his eyes got wide. 
 
    “Yeah, but--” 
 
    “And like toilets that flush?” William asked. “That’s amazing.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied, “But hopefully with the stuff we did here today--” 
 
    “How about hospitals?” Marcus blurted. “You got those places? Where it’s safe to have a baby?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. “But--” 
 
    “It sounds like heaven,” Marcus said, and the two other men nodded as they looked over at Natalie. 
 
    “Unfortunately, the Wayfarers are the only ones who can come along,” I explained. “Speaking of which, Natalie--”  
 
    “I’m still not sure I can come with you,” the blonde woman cut in and hung her head. “My place is here, Hunter. I-I think I’m in love with you, and… I hope… I… I hope your child grows inside of me, but I can’t just abandon my people. Especially when we need new children to rebuild our society an--” 
 
    “Natalie Carr?” Marcus growled as his eyes narrowed. Then he stepped toward her and crossed his arms. 
 
    “Huh?” she asked as she bit her lower lip and stepped back. 
 
    “I’ve changed my mind,” he hissed as he pointed at her. “You disobeyed an order when you stole our dune buggy. You have committed treason against the Scavenger way of life and against your brethren.”  
 
    “But...what?” The blonde woman blinked in shock. “I thought that--” 
 
    “Sure sounds like treason to me,” Harrison sighed. 
 
    “And you know what we do to traitors,” William continued. 
 
    “Aye,” Marcus said as he nodded. “We banish them.” 
 
    “But… You fucks!” Natalie hissed. “Hunter and I just risked our lives to… to…” 
 
    She paused when she noticed the three men smiling at her. 
 
    Then her eyes were filled with tears, and a small smile curved up the corners of her mouth.  
 
    “Treason?” she asked.  
 
    “Treason.” Marcus winked. “And for that, you know what must happen. Natalie Carr… You are hereby banished from the Scavengers. You are no longer welcome here, so please go somewhere you are. Like another awesome dimension with that handsome man who hopefully put a baby in you.”  
 
    The blonde woman grinned widely, and then she hugged Marcus in a tight bear hug.  
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered to her now ex-leader.  
 
    “Don’t mention it.” He smiled back. “Now, get out of here, before I have to do something even more drastic.”  
 
    “Yeah,” William snickered, “like tell you about his collection of golfballs. Ya don’t wanna be here when he starts talkin’ about that.”  
 
    Marcus simply rolled his eyes and then stepped away.  
 
    Meanwhile, Natalie dashed over to me and wrapped me up in a tight embrace. She pressed her lips against mine, and the Scavenger crowd erupted into cheers once more.  
 
    The blonde woman pulled away with a deep blush, and then she recomposed herself.  
 
    “I’m ready.” She nodded. “Show me this beautiful world where you come from, Hunter.” 
 
    “Alright, Karla,” I announced, “I’ve got the Wayfarer, and we’re ready to head back to Dimension One.”  
 
    Finally, Karla snarked. You know I’ve been doing nothing but sitting in the lab for almost twenty-four hours, right?  
 
    “Hey, I’ll gladly trade you,” I joked. “I’ve been out here running for my life against bloodthirsty mutants for the last twenty-four hours.”  
 
    Trust me, Hunter, the voice in my head continued, I would gladly be out there in the field if I could be. Now, make sure you’re holding onto the Wayfarer. You need to be making skin to skin contact. There’s going to be a quick flash of light just like before, and you’re going to feel a bit dizzy.  
 
    “Let’s do it.” I announced, and then I turned to all the Scavengers. “Goodbye, everybody, and good luck.”  
 
    I pulled Natalie close to me as the Scavengers waved goodbye.  
 
    The next thing I knew, I felt a soft pulsing in my brain from where the microchip had been implanted. The sensation started in my head and then slowly spread out across my entire body.  
 
    That’s when the glowing started. Natalie and I were both fully engulfed in a dull white light, and our forms began to fade out of reality.  
 
    Then nothing but darkness.  
 
    “Welcome back, Hunter,” I heard Karla’s voice announce, but she was no longer in my head. “And welcome to our humble abode, Natalie.”  
 
    I threw open my eyes to see I was now back in Dr. Nash’s lab. Everything was still dusty and crumbling, but I could see the smiling, balding head of the doctor looking down at us from the large monitor.  
 
    “Congratulations, Hunter Bragg,” his voice announced. “You have successfully completed your first mission as a Wayfarer.”  
 
    “My bank account thanks you.” I smiled at the face on the screen.  
 
    “Your bank account?” Karla crossed her arms and scoffed. “So, it’s still just all about the money for you, then?”  
 
    “Hunter?” Natalie interjected. “W-What is all this?” 
 
    The blonde Scavenger looked around in awe as she stepped forward and stared up at the floating face on the screen.  
 
    “This is my world,” I explained. “This is what your world would have been, if Doomsday never happened.”  
 
    “There would be giant screens with decapitated heads floating on them?” she asked as her mouth hung open.  
 
    “I’m afraid there aren’t quite as many people in this world like me, my dear,” Dr. Nash chuckled. “I am one of a kind.”  
 
    “You can say that again, Father,” Karla laughed. 
 
    “This is just the tip of the iceberg,” I announced to Natalie as I walked over and put my arm around her. “I’ve still got to introduce you to video games… Chinese food… Minnehaha Falls… Hell, when football season rolls around, I can show you the non-crumbled version of the stadium your people used to explore.”  
 
    The blonde woman sighed and leaned her head against my shoulder. “It sounds like a lot to take in. I’m not sure I’m ready for that sort of culture shock just yet.”  
 
    “Fine,” I noted, “then maybe for now we go back to my place, cuddle in bed, and see where tomorrow takes us?”  
 
    “That sounds much better,” Natalie admitted. “I’m ready for anything, as long as it’s with you.” 
 
    I looked over at Natalie and gave her a broad smile, but then I was interrupted by the sound of Karla clearing her throat.  
 
    “I hate to break up you two lovebirds,” the brunette chuckled, “but we need to do a quick inspection of your vitals. Both of you.”  
 
    “Oh, come on,” I pleaded jokingly, “we just got back from a dangerous mission, and the first thing you want to do is strap me back to the chair?”  
 
    “There are no straps this time.” Karla shrugged.  
 
    “Unfortunately, a vital check is integral,” Dr. Nash’s voice spoke up. “We still aren’t fully sure of the effects of interdimensional travel on the human body, so we want to make sure nothing went wrong on the way back.”  
 
    “Okay, okay.” I conceded. “But I can’t promise I won’t pass out in the chair, mid-exam.”  
 
    Natalie chuckled as Karla walked past and motioned for us to follow her into the other room.  
 
    We obliged, and soon the two of us were in some sort of makeshift doctor’s office, with an exam bed, a few chairs, and lots of medical equipment.  
 
    I sauntered over to the exam bed, positioned myself on it, and then waited for what came next.  
 
    Meanwhile, Natalie hopped up onto the bed beside me and let out a long, deep sigh.  
 
    “Is this what all your beds feel like in Dimension One?” she asked. “It’s like I’m sitting on a cloud. It’s amazing.”  
 
    “That’s actually one of the more uncomfortable ones,” I noted, and the Scavenger’s jaw hit the floor.  
 
    “You mean… they get better?” Natalie whispered as she gently patted the padding.  
 
    “I can see why you hooked up with this one,” Karla joked as she approached with two blood pressure arm bands and a reflex hammer. “Her innocent ignorance is adorable.”  
 
    “That’s just one of the reasons.” I winked at the woman beside me. 
 
    “I’m going to put these on you,” Karla said as she attached the arm bands to Natalie. 
 
    “What is it?” the blonde asked. 
 
    “It measures your heart rate, blood pressure, and breathing,” Karla explained. “It hooks up to the computer screen over there so I can get your readouts.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand,” Natalie said as she looked at me for confirmation. 
 
    “It will be okay.” I smiled at her, and then I held my arm out for Karla to attach the device to my arm. It actually did look way more high-tech than the ones I normally saw in the hospital, but I figured Karla and her dad had the best equipment they could find. 
 
    “Okay, you know how this goes… ” Karla announced as soon as she set my monitor, and then she placed her hand just above my knee as she grabbed the hammer.  
 
    The brunette tapped the narrow end of the hammer against my knee, and it instantly jerked forward in response. Karla raised an eyebrow as her mouth curled into a frown. She tapped my knee again, watched my leg leap forward, and then moved over to Natalie. Karla repeated the actions on the blonde Scavenger, whose appendages had the exact same reaction.  
 
    Our faux physician then put the stethoscope’s earpieces into her ears, raised the bell up to Natalie’s heart, and listened closely. Then she asked the Scavenger to take two deep breaths and concentrated on her lungs.  
 
    “Huh,” Karla mused as she removed the stethoscope from her ears. 
 
    Then she walked over to the video monitor, pressed a button to focus on Natalie’s stats, studied it for half a minute, and then tapped on her chin. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “Natalie’s lungs sound great, and her heart seems to be stronger than any human I’ve ever inspected before.”  
 
    “Why, thank you.” Natalie blushed. “I guess years of running from Rubberfaces put me at peak physical condition.”  
 
    “You’re beyond peak.” The brunette nodded as she turned to the blonde woman. “That’s what’s so strange… The humans of Dimension Nine-Fifty-One are supposed to be just like the ones here, but I suppose there could be residual effects from the nuclear blast we haven’t discovered yet. Either way, keep up the good work. Oh, and I love your tattoo, by the way. It’s like you were meant to be here.”  
 
    “Tattoo?” Natalie questioned as her brow furrowed. “I don’t have any tattoos. I wasn’t old enough for any of the Scavenger tattoos… ”  
 
    “Uhhh, on your arm here?” Karla questioned as she pointed to Natalie’s shoulder.  
 
    The Scavenger turned her torso so she could inspect her arm and, sure enough, there was a small number one tattooed on her shoulder. It was a fairly simple design, similar to something you’d see in a sci-fi movie, with its curved top and minimalistic edges.  
 
    “What the fuck?” Natalie demanded. “That wasn’t there before. You didn’t put it there, did you?”  
 
    “Of course not.” Karla shook her head and frowned. “I will need to ask my father about this. Tattoos suddenly appearing on Wayfarers when they dimension hop? That is certainly a new phenomenon. But first, we need to finish the exam.” 
 
    Karla came back over to me, lifted up my shirt, and gasped.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I demanded. “Is my body all bruised up? I took a bunch of hits during this mission.”  
 
    “Not at all.” Karla tried to keep her cool, but I noticed a small blush was now on her cheeks. “It’s just your muscles are much more defined than they were the last time I saw you.”  
 
    The brunette placed the cold bell of the stethoscope against my chest, and then she walked over to the screen, clicked on my vitals and stared at it again. 
 
    Then she looked at me with her mouth open and her eyes wide.  
 
    “Uh… Did I get mutated by the virus or something while I was there?” I chuckled. “You’re looking at me like I have three eyes.”  
 
    “How many push-ups can you do?” Karla asked as her green eyes narrowed.  
 
    “Push-ups?” I laughed. “I haven’t done any of those since high school.” 
 
    “Guess,” she huffed. 
 
    “I dunno,” I said, “maybe twenty?” 
 
    Karla pointed to a clear space on the floor. “Let’s find out, shall we?”  
 
    It was a strange suggestion, for sure, but I supposed there was a reason behind it.  
 
    I slid off the exam bed, waltzed over to the space on the floor, and then got down on my hands and knees. As I stretched out and placed my palms on the cold concrete, I looked back over at the two women behind me.  
 
    “This is going to be embarrassing,” I warned, “I’m probably not going to get past ten.”  
 
    I did a quick push-up and then held myself in the plank position. 
 
    Much to my surprise, it felt completely effortless. My arms weren’t trembling or burning whatsoever, and I didn’t feel winded at all. 
 
    “Huh,” I said. 
 
    “Keep going,” Karla requested. 
 
    I moved down and did five more in rapid succession. Still nothing.  
 
    As I continued to test my physical limits, those six push-ups became twenty, and then fifty, and then finally one hundred. Once I reached the magic number, I popped up back to my feet, turned around, and marveled at the women in disbelief. 
 
    I wasn’t even breathing heavy and my arms felt just as fresh as before I did the push ups.  
 
    “Just as I suspected.” Karla smiled. “Somehow, your physical capabilities have increased. Another question for my father--” 
 
    “Karla?” Dr. Nash’s voice came over the speaker in the room, and Natalie twisted her head around as her eyes opened wide. 
 
    “Yes?” Karla replied. 
 
    “Bring them both back in the lab, and leave the monitors on their arms. You are right, there is something strange going on, but I have a hypothesis.” 
 
    The three of us walked back out into the main room, and the AI gestured for Natalie and I to sit in two chairs. 
 
    “My systems can run all sorts of algorithms to predict the future,” he began, “but it lacks any sort of function that can analyze unknown events in the past. I do have a few hypotheses, though… I believe it’s all tied to the fact Natalie and Hunter are connected and they have consummated their relationship.”  
 
    “You think we’re stronger now because we banged?” I chuckled.  
 
    “Perhaps, yes,” the mustached face on the screen mused. “The DNA of the Wayfarers are already interconnected, based on the double arrow theory. If you have created an offspring, then that would mean your genes will be even further interconnected. That could possibly be why you have both seen improvements in regards to your physical abilities.”  
 
    “And what about the tattoo?” Natalie questioned. “Are we going to have a new one every time we jump through time?”  
 
    “Doubtful,” Dr. Nash admitted. “You have a number one for a reason, my dear. My theory is it either stands for the fact you are Hunter’s first Wayfarer companion, or that it is symbolic of your new bond to him.” 
 
    “Bond?” both Natalie and Karla asked in unison. 
 
    “It’s just a theory,” the AI doctor said as he nodded his head. “It could be the pregnancy--” 
 
    “Wait.” Natalie raised her hand. “Hunter and I only had sex yesterday, how are--” 
 
    “We are confident you carry his child,” Dr. Nash continued, and then Natalie turned to give me a wide-eyed look of surprise. 
 
    “What if it’s just them coming back with each other?” Karla asked her AI father. “And what do you mean by ‘bond?’” 
 
    “Look at this,” Dr. Nash said, and then the screen flickered over to show two heart rates and a pair of lungs. “This is their heart rates and lungs.” 
 
    “Okay… ” Karla trailed off as she stared. 
 
    “Notice anything?” he asked. 
 
    The three of us stared at the display for half a minute, but then I suddenly saw something so obvious, I was kind of mad I didn’t notice it at first. 
 
    “Our hearts are beating at the same time,” I said. 
 
    “Correct,” the AI laughed. “It’s very interesting. Their lungs also seem to be inhaling and exhaling in sync.” 
 
    “Uhhh, so what are you saying?” I asked as I glanced at Natalie. 
 
    “Let us try something,” Dr. Nash continued. “Natalie, my dear. Can you hold your breath for a bit? Try not to breathe until I tell you to. I want to see what happens to Hunter.” 
 
    “Sure.” Natalie nodded, and then she clamped her mouth closed and stared at me. 
 
    The three of us turned back to the vitals on the monitor and watched as Natalie’s heart rate began to increase because of the lack of air. Our lungs and hearts weren’t in sync anymore, and after a few minutes passed, or so it seemed, Dr. Nash nodded at the blonde warrior woman. 
 
    “Well, that was fun,” Natalie huffed after she took a deep breath. 
 
    “Watch the monitor,” Dr. Nash said, and we turned our attention back. 
 
    And Natalie’s heart was exactly in pace with mine again. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Karla gasped.  
 
    “I’ll tell you my thoughts in a minute,” the AI continued. “Hunter, can you hold your breath?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said, and then I held my breath as we turned toward the screen. 
 
    My heart rate slowly began to pick up, but then I noticed Natalie’s did, too. 
 
    “I’m… I… feel really uncomfortable,” the blonde started to wheeze. “I just can’t seem to get any air… or… something is pressing on my chest.” 
 
    “You are still getting air,” Dr. Nash said. “Can you continue to keep breathing? I know you feel as if you are running out of air, but it’s just because your body is tuned to Hunter. 
 
     “Yes,” Natalie gasped. “I can keep… going.” 
 
    Another minute, or two, or maybe even three passed, but I was only feeling a mild discomfort. Natalie’s face was red, though, so I finally looked at Dr. Nash and then pointed at my mate. 
 
    “You can breathe, Hunter,” Dr. Nash said, and both Natalie and I inhaled. 
 
    “I can breathe again,” Natalie whispered as she stared at me. “What happened? This is so weird.” 
 
    “Okay,” Karla said as she faced her virtual father. “Now, I’m even more confused.” 
 
    “It’s the bond,” the AI began. “Natalie is bonded to Hunter. My hypothesis is he gained strength and evolutionary power when he either impregnated her, or brought her back, or both, and because she is bonded to him, she is getting some of that strength and vitality.” 
 
    “Wait… huh?” I asked. “Like a vampire or something?” 
 
    “No,” Dr. Nash chuckled. “But consider she held her breath for four minutes, and you held your breath for about eight. That’s nearly impossible for someone who isn’t trained. You both are benefiting from the bond and your dimensional power.” 
 
    “So… like I’m Hulking up?” I asked as I looked down at my arms. 
 
    They still looked pretty much like they did a few days ago. I could maybe imagine a bit more muscle on them, but nothing substantial. 
 
    “It’s more like… synergy,” the doctor continued. “It’s amazing actually, and this could change the potential and capabilities of our entire venture. It seems… well… this is just my hypothesis… but it seems you will get stronger if you impregnate another wayfarer and bring her back.” 
 
    “Well, like any good hypothesis, it’ll need to be tested,” Karla said. “Like you said, Father. It could be that he brings them back, or impregnates them, or both. And the only way I know to test it is by sending Hunter to another timeline and having him impregnate another Wayfarer to see if we can duplicate the results.”  
 
    “So… You’re suggesting I go to another timeline, save the world, get hailed as a hero, and sleep with more beautiful women?” I couldn’t believe my ears and my heart beat like a drum in my chest at the thought. 
 
    “Don’t forget we’re paying you, too,” Dr. Nash reminded me. “Quarter of a million dollars.”  
 
    “Speaking of which, the rest of your money will be in your account shortly,” Karla explained. “This was only the first of many timelines that need to be fixed, so we’ll need to get started with the next one as soon as possible.” 
 
    “I think I am confused,” Natalie spoke up, and we all turned to her.  
 
    “Yes, my dear?” Dr. Nash asked. 
 
    “So you want Hunter to go to these different dimensions and time lines--” 
 
    “With you, of course,” the doctor interrupted. “He’ll need your help.” 
 
    “… with me,” Natalie continued. “And if he finds another female Wayfarer, he is to give her a child and then bring her back? Then he will become stronger, which means I will become stronger because I’m bonded with him? And then my baby will be stronger?” 
 
    “Yes,” Dr. Nash said. “That’s the long and short of it.” 
 
    “This is a good idea,” Natalie decided with a firm nod. “I want to help these other worlds and get stronger. Hunter, we should do this. It will be good for our baby.” 
 
    The three of them turned toward me. 
 
    “Uhhh… ” my voice trailed off as I glanced at Natalie. 
 
    The former Scavenger was not a simple woman. She wasn’t like many of the other women of this world, who could be wooed with things like fancy dinner dates or expensive jewelry.  
 
    No… Natalie was going to crave adventure, having strong babies, and living a good life. 
 
    And there was only one way to give it to her.  
 
    Not to mention, the thought of getting paid to go through space and time, sleeping with sexy women, and getting to play the hero was too much to turn down. 
 
    “Alright, Dr. Nash… ” I cleared my throat. “I’ll give. I will be your Doomsday Hunter.”  
 
    The AI on the screen smiled devilishly. “I’m glad to hear that. There are a lot more timelines to save, and there’s nobody else I’d rather have for the job.”  
 
    “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’d like to go home,” I chuckled as Natalie and I both took off our vital reporting armbands. “Is my van still parked outside?”  
 
    “Of course it is.” Karla rolled her eyes. “We wouldn’t dare touch Bugslayer, LLC’s equipment.” 
 
    “What time do we need to show up for work tomorrow?” I asked as I walked over to Natalie and put my arm around her shoulder. 
 
    “Let’s do 10AM,” Karla said. “We need to focus a bit more on training and such.” 
 
    “Cool,” I replied. “But now, it’s time to go to sleep. Been one hell of a few days.” 
 
    “Does this mean I get to sleep in a real bed?” Natalie asked as she bounced on her toes.  
 
    “Oh, you’re going to do much more than that.” I winked as I pulled her close so we could walk to the stairs. “You’re going to be watching TV and showering with hot water and experiencing processed food for the first time in your life.”  
 
    “I can’t wait, my mate.” The blonde woman grinned.  
 
    “Me, either,” I said. I still wasn’t quite sure what I’d gotten myself into, but one thing was for sure.  
 
    Things were looking up for Hunter Bragg.  
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 End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading Doomsday Hunter. Once I hit 100 reviews I’ll start working on the next book! Please leave your reviews here! Thank you! 
 
    Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book unless you follow that author on the store. Make sure you click this link and then click on the follow button. Then Amazon will update you a few weeks after my next book comes out. 
 
    If you want to get notified of my books the day that they come out, make sure you follow my Facebook author page and join my Facebook fan group. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted that the next Doomsday Hunter is out. 
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