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          Portland, Oregon—March 2029

        

      

    


    
      “You blew it again, didn’t you?”


      Michael Loca said nothing and watched the bubbles rise in his scotch and soda. The bubbles looked light and free and happy—all things he would never feel again.


      He and his friend Drew sat at their usual seats at the bar of The Lucky Seven, which was just off the campus quad and midway between where Drew worked at Portland State University, and Michael’s office at Bridgetown Comics. It was a higher end bar than Michael would have liked, but it was convenient, and Drew usually picked up the tab.


      The bar had a retro vibe, like lumberjacks of old would have sat here, if they’d had the money. Michael always felt like he was entering a cozy cave as he sat at the burled wood bar.


      Michael and Drew had known each other since childhood, and they had known Jenna Warner since she transferred in 7th grade. She had stood out from the other girls because she was real. She didn’t get caught up in all that stupid girl shit. She could talk (and read) sci-fi and fantasy, even if she had no appreciation for Godzilla or the classics, preferring futuristic dystopian fare. She enjoyed the same TV shows they did, and even though she had the mouth of a sailor more than either of the boys, she was always a girl. Not some high maintenance type. No makeup. No pink or painted anything. She was a person who happened to be female. And Michael fell in love with her.


      The three of them hung out together through junior high, then high school, and even college. Now that they were out in the real world, they still got together regularly despite their different work schedules and careers. It was a delicate balancing act for Michael—being friends with her, but wanting more than that, but also not wanting to screw up the friendship they had.


      He had managed to keep that delicate balance, much to his utter misery.


      “It depends on what you mean by ‘blew it,’” Michael said without looking up from his drink.


      Drew had his dress shirt’s sleeves rolled back, revealing a Godzilla tattoo on his left forearm that matched the one on Michael’s forearm—a remnant of an epic spring break they took together. Drew swirled his Rob Roy. “Let me guess. You had an opportunity to confess your undying love to Jenna and you bailed.”


      “I didn’t bail, exactly.”


      “Oh? So you told her you love her?”


      “Not in words.”


      “Really?” Drew tossed back the remainder of his drink and gave Michael an assessing look. “Now, just how exactly did you tell her, if not with words?”


      Michael kept his head down and mumbled.


      Drew frowned and raised his index finger, the manicured nail catching the low light. “I’m sorry, I couldn’t quite hear that. Could you repeat that for the audience?”


      Michael met Drew’s eyes and frowned. “She knows.”


      “So you told her?”


      “No.”


      “So you telepathically communicated your love?”


      Michael laughed. “No.”


      “Then how the hell does she know?”


      “Because I didn’t ask her to stay.”


      Drew chewed his lip before ordering another drink from the bartender. “Of course. I should have thought of that.” He popped a pretzel in his mouth and chewed loudly.


      “It made sense at the time.” Michael tipped his glass back and finished the drink, leaving a clatter of ice cubes. “She’s got a great opportunity, so who am I to ask her to stay? To give up on that dream? I love that she’s dedicated and inspired and I would have hated to be the cause of her losing that.”


      “Well, gee, aren’t you the swell guy for protecting her from herself?”


      “What is that supposed to mean?”


      Drew snorted and chewed another pretzel. “You didn’t give her a chance to decide for herself. You just assumed that by not telling her you love her, and by not asking her to stay, that she would.” Drew held up his hands. “Now, that’s not to say that she wouldn’t, because if I’ve read the signs right between the two of you over the past, oh, fifteen years, I’d say the feeling is mutual between you two. So you’re either suffering from a massive amount of ego—” He straightened up and took on a singsong voice, as he clasped his hands together “‘Oh, just my telling her I love her will cause her to change her life!’” He gave Michael a pointed look. “Or a massive amount of fear.” He held a limp hand against his brow. “‘Oh, she might reject me so I’ll avoid that by not telling her I love her.’”


      The bartender set another Rob Roy in front of Drew on a cocktail napkin. “So which is it? Ego or fear?”


      “You’re an asshole,” Michael said without rancor.


      “Hey, I just call it as I see it.” His friend shrugged and sipped his drink. “So?”


      “So what?”


      “Is that it? The love of your life leaves for a five year mission to Mars and you just give up?”


      “I’m not giving up.”


      Drew snorted. “Clearly. That’s why you’re sitting at a bar with me, looking like someone ran over your puppy.”


      Michael caught the bartender’s eye and indicated a refill of his own drink. “I’m getting some liquid courage.”


      Drew’s eyebrows rose. “Oh? To do what? She’s already gone.” He raised his glass to his lips.


      “Only in this universe.”


      The spatter from Drew’s cough rained down on the burled wood bar.


      People glanced over and then returned to their own conversations as Drew wiped at the mess with the cocktail napkin. “Oh, no. No, no, no.”


      A wisp of panic began to fill Michael. What if Drew didn’t agree to his scheme? No, his friend had to help him out. He would just need convincing. “Come on, Drew. I’ve never asked you for anything, and you know what Jenna means to me. Just this once—”


      “No.”


      “I know you’ve been working on trans-universe travel. I know you have some sort of ancient doohickey the Archaeology Department dug up in—”


      Drew’s eyes widened and he shoved a soft, and honestly nice smelling, hand against Michael’s mouth. “You can’t know that,” he said in a harsh whisper.


      Michael removed Drew’s hand, emboldened. “And I know your next big step is human tri—”


      “No.”


      “And I know there are laws, or regulations, or ethics, against sending a human, but what can a monkey tell you? And isn’t the whole point of your research to actually send people between alternate universes?”


      “Yes, and I still say no.”


      The ground fell out from under Michael’s feet. “Why? Don’t you want me to be happy? Don’t you want Jenna to be happy?”


      Drew slapped the bar top. “You see? There you go with your massive ego, assuming that Jenna is guaranteed happiness with you.”


      “All right, all right.” Michael stared morosely at his drink, the condensation dripping down the sides of the glass. “But aren’t you the least bit curious? And besides, you’d have a willing participant. I’ll sign whatever waivers you want. Just let me have this chance.”


      Drew took a long sip of his drink as Michael sat forward on his bar stool, every nerve on edge. Without looking at his friend, Drew drummed his fingers on his glass. “You don’t know what you’re asking,” Drew said at last.


      “I’m asking for a chance at happiness. Bliss, even.”


      Drew gave him a pointed look. “You had that chance, multiple times, and you blew it.”


      Michael couldn’t argue with him about that, but he still would. “This time will be different. I’m ready to make the jump. I know that I can’t go on living without her, and I don’t want to. And if I don’t have to…”


      Drew’s head shook with every hair on his head remaining exactly in place, much to Michael’s annoyance. The man looked like a supermodel with everything perfect, from his ironed dress shirt and slacks, to the precisely knotted tie that Drew had offhandedly loosened to a jaunty perfection, to his buffed and shined Berluti loafers and his classic Omega Speedmaster watch that he inherited from his astronaut grandfather, to the chiseled physique he earned working out at the campus gym daily.


      Michael looked like exactly what he was: a cartoonist, with his faded hoodie worn over a tattered Godzilla t-shirt, tired jeans, and canvas slip-ons that had once been white but were now a dingy gray. All of this was complemented by his mop of hair that he was too poor to get cut professionally, so it hung past his ears nearly brushing his shoulders. Michael told himself that he could look as put together as Drew if he had the money, but he knew that was a lie. Drew’s entire being, his way of existing in the world, was totally put-together. Just one look at Drew’s meteoric path through college and grad school to full-tenured professor of quantum mechanical engineering in a blistering six years said it all. And what had Michael been doing? Scribbling doodles and watching Netflix using his parents’ subscription.


      If only he had gone down the same science road as Drew and Jenna. Maybe then he would have made something of himself. As it was, he couldn’t even call himself an artist. He just drew for comic books. It wasn’t the same.


      “I don’t know, man,” Drew said. “You’re asking a lot.”


      “Yeah, I know.”


      Drew set his glass down on the bar and studied it. “You do realize that there are no guarantees.”


      Michael laughed. “I know. It’s a non-refundable ticket. No exchanges, no re—”


      “No.” Drew’s head snapped up to pin Michael with an intense gaze that Michael had never seen on Drew before. “There are no guarantees that Jenna in an alternate universe will love you, let alone know you. And how are you going to handle your alternate self?”


      “My alternate self?”


      “Yeah, the version of you in that universe? Who’s to know that you and Jenna aren’t already married over there? Or maybe you never met her. Maybe her dad never had that job transfer and they didn’t move to Portland. Or maybe you killed her brother?”


      Michael let out a bark of laughter. “Jenna doesn’t have a brother.”


      Drew held up a finger, the perfectly manicured nail grating on Michael. “Ah! But maybe she does in the alternate universe. And there could be ripples.” He shook his head, his expression incredulous. “The longer you’re there, the more chances for you to make changes that seem innocuous, but will have long-lasting effects across the multiverses. You really haven’t thought about this, have you?”


      Michael bristled. “I have, too! You have no idea how much time I’ve spent thinking about all the possibilities and random variations that could happen.”


      “And you still want to do it? Knowing that in this universe you failed?”


      “Knowing that in one universe I fell in love with her, and in that same universe she understands me, or likes me, at least.”


      Drew lifted an eyebrow, his manicured hand completely still on his glass. “Not loves you?”


      Michael paused. “I think she loves me. We get along great, and she’s my best friend.”


      “Hey! I thought I was your best friend.”


      “You’re my best guy friend. With her, it’s different.”


      Drew smirked. “She has boobs.”


      Michael smacked Drew on his shoulder. “There’s no need to be crude.”


      “I don’t know. Maybe there is. Maybe that will help
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