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Chapter One
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STEVIE LEANED AROUND a clump of cactus and peered into the burrow. The Arizona sun blazed across the back of her t-shirt, no doubt burning the exposed skin of her neck and upper arms. She eyed the needles sideways and scooted an inch closer to the idiot squatting next to her. 

“Is anyone home?” she whispered, focusing on the round, black hole. A mat of silk fanned out from the opening, marking their target as tarantula inhabited. Still, despite her search partner’s assurance that they’d found the correct hole in the ground, they’d yet to see so much as an appendage poking from the burrow. 

“Yeah.” His voice fluttered under the strain of his adrenaline rush. “This is it.” He lifted the plastic, half-gallon milk jug in trembling hands and poured another trickle of water into the hole. 

They’d dumped half their supply in already and, so far, no spider. The rest of the conference attendees scattered across the desert slope in pairs or small clusters. Each group had been armed with an assortment of plastic deli cups and one jug of water, but once the vans had parked and the eager hunters dispersed, the chatter of excitement faded into an expectant silence and the steady pressure of the Arizona sun in July. 

“Joe.” She kept her eyes riveted on the hole. “Maybe we should try the grass thing?” Their deli cups leaned against the cactus, spilling into an awkward tower of thin, see-through plastic. She plucked the top cup and popped the lid. “Try tickling it.”

Joe sighed and traded the jug for a long, feathery blade of nearby scrub grass. He didn’t put much store in the grass trick. He’d told her as much on the drive up. It was all about the water, in Joe’s book. But the speaker last night had suggested the method, and Stevie longed to give it a try. Her partner rolled his eyes and poked the grass toward the hole. He’d humor her. She was pretty sure Joe hoped they could do more than hunt spiders this weekend. 

At least Stevie had the tact to turn away before she made a face. She watched the closest huddle of fellow enthusiasts and sighed. She should have gone with a bigger group. She might have landed a partner who didn’t have quite the intensity of Joe. Stevie looked back to the burrow and chewed her lip. She could have taken a job in another dimension.

Footsteps crunched to their right. The boredom had driven a few restless enthusiasts to wander and check on the progress of the more patient squatters. Stevie shook off thoughts of out-of-this-world adventure and turned her attention back to the burrow. This was enough excitement. The convention had been on her to-do list for years, and she was having a fantastic time. 

She squinted at the hole in the ground and watched a shadow fall across it. Their visitor stopped and bent over them. Stevie caught a whiff of his aftershave. Who wore aftershave on a spider hunt? She eyed the outline of the shadow, the shape of a very familiar hat. It couldn’t be. Her pulse did a nervous dance. Who wore a hat like that outside of a movie?

She turned her head to the side just a touch, just enough to make out a wide, cocky grin. “Heya, Sweetie,” it said. 

Before she could grin back, before she could register her seizure of joy at seeing Weldon Marks, inter-dimensional exterminator, goof-off and totally delicious dork, the air erupted with a girlie squeal. For a moment, Stevie feared it had come from her, but her mouth hadn’t so much as twitched. Satisfied that she’d maintained her composure, she glanced to Joe. He squealed again. 

“That’s a big spider,” Weldon said. “Want me to—”

“No!” Stevie watched the huge tarantula flex its legs and consider vanishing back into its burrow. She remembered how Weldon had dealt with the giant bedbug. Joe sat frozen. He inhaled, and she feared he’d start screaming again any second. Before he could, she slapped her deli cup down and managed to cover the startled arachnid. “Got it.”

“Nice.” Weldon let out a whistle. “Nice save.”

“Thanks.” She kept her eyes down until the heat left her cheeks. The cup’s lid waited by the stack, and she snagged it and gently slid the thin plastic under the spider, waiting for the tarantula to shift each leg onto the surface until it sat quite safely inside an inverted container. 

“Aphonopelma chalcodes” Joe’s voice almost sounded male again. He straightened his spine, pressed his shoulders back and nearly fell over onto the cactus. Weldon put a hand on his back and helped him avoid the catastrophe, but he earned a scowl from Joe for his trouble. Stevie’s giggle probably didn’t help. 

“Desert blonde.” She held up the cup and watched the two-toned spider explore the inside with its front legs. 

“Pretty,” Weldon said. “What’cha gonna do with it?”

Stevie watched the spider and tried not to let her hands shake. Weldon Marks, damn. She’d never expected to see him again, hoped maybe, obsessed possibly, but never expected. She’d missed the asshole more than she’d ever suspected. The spider swiveled and checked the plastic to all sides, trapped in a circle of plastic. Stevie frowned. She held the container out to Joe. 

“You take her.” 

His eyes widened. She could almost see him weighing his desire for the spider against his chances of scoring with her later. When he took the cup, she’d never been so happy to lose.

“You’re sure?” He didn’t even glance in her direction. 

“Yeah. I’d have to ship her home anyway.” She didn’t add that she had to ship a box already, that the dealers’ rooms had turned up a few additions to her collection that wouldn’t pass the airline’s carry-on policy. She just stared at Weldon and let her grin loose at last. 

“Thanks,” Joe mumbled. He faded into the background somewhere behind the way Weldon’s eyes flashed in amusement.

“What are you doing here?” Stevie shook her head. How the hell had he found her in the Arizona desert, in this Arizona desert?

“Duh.” He stood up and shrugged. “Looking for you.” 

Stevie stood and brushed the dust from her jeans. Looking for her—she felt the blush again, turned her head away to catch Joe brandishing his new find for a growing crowd of admirers. 

“Of course,” Weldon continued, “I didn’t expect to find you snuggled up to a spider hole with another man.” 

“Snuggled?” She caught the flare of indignation and stifled it. “Joe hardly counts as another man.” 

“So I heard.” Weldon’s grin spread. He raised an eyebrow and tilted his head so that the hat cast his eyes back into shadow. He chuckled and looked at the group around her partner and the spider she’d caught. “That was some scream.” 

He wore a leather vest over a dust-colored shirt. It matched the hat. Both looked like they’d been run over more than once. The only thing missing was the vacuum usually attached to his back. 

Stevie sighed. “How did you get here, Weldon?” 

“Drove.” 

“You drove?”

“Yep.” He stretched, his elbows reaching back together and pushing his chest forward dramatically. “I’m in disguise.”

Uh oh. Stevie spun toward the top of the slope, where the convention vans had parked along the dirt access road. Sandwiched between the last two was a rusty rig. She cringed and scanned to either side. Had anyone seen it yet? 

“Weldon,” she growled. “Tell me that isn’t what you drove.”

He froze mid-pose and stared at her. “Yeah. Why?”

“There’s a dead bug on top of it, Weldon.” Stevie eyed the upside down, plastic rendition of a giant, dead cockroach and sighed. “This is a spider enthusiast convention.” 

“It’s not a spider.”

“Some of these people keep roaches.” She grabbed his arm and pulled him up the slope. 

“This is the weirdest dimension. You know that?” He followed, but his reluctant steps dragged compared to her hustle. 

“You need to get it out of here.”

“And here I was thinking you’d be happy to see me.” He stopped dead, and her grip on his arm slipped. 

Stevie stumbled forward. “I am happy to see you.” 

He crossed both arms over his chest and gave her a look. 

“I am, Weldon. I’m thrilled to see you. I’m beside myself with joy to see you.” She sighed and watched him shift into posing mode again. “But you need to go.” 

“What?” He followed her willingly to the side of the van, but he didn’t look happy about it at all. “I’m disguised as an exterminator,” he pouted. 

“You are an exterminator.”

“Yeah, but I’m disguised as one here. Get it. It’s supposed to be funny.”

“It is funny, actually.” 

“You’re not laughing.” 

Stevie sagged against the van’s side and rolled her eyes at him. 

“Are you really thrilled?”

“Yes.” 

“Good. I need you.”

“What?” 

“I need your help.” He circled to the back of the van and popped one door open. “On a job.” 

“Oh.” 

He peeked around the door at her, and she smiled and turned away. A few of the attendees clustering around Joe had noticed Weldon’s van. She saw at least one finger pointing in their direction. 

“What do you say? Help me out?” His voice drifted over the clanking of whatever he rummaged with back there. She could guess. Infinite possibilities wandered through her mind’s eye. What tools did an exterminator with no dimensional boundaries require?

“Yeah. Sure.” She heard the door slam and the crunch of boots on dry scrub before he slid in between her and the van. Below them, the group’s attention shifted up the slope, to the giant plastic bug in permanent, legs-up slumber on his vehicle’s roof. 

“Shall we?” 

Stevie tore her gaze away from the frowns and found Weldon holding open the passenger door. If she drove away in that thing, they’d probably sack her room. The conference really had been a blast. It had just been a single dimension, nothing remotely alien, sort of adventure. She could have lived with that. She looked at Weldon. He tilted his head to the side and swept one hand out in a valiant, over-acted invitation to so much more. 

“I have a suitcase full of my things back at the hotel,” she said. 

“We can grab them on the way.”

“And I have to catch a flight tomorrow afternoon.” 

He raised an eyebrow sharply and shook his head. 

“Oh yeah. Right.” 

“I can have you home by midnight.” 

Earlier than she’d expected, but then, she imagined the time in between would be more eventful, more absolutely mind boggling, than whatever she’d have done here. Stevie nodded and stepped to the door. Helping him with a job was a start, and if she knew Weldon, he didn’t really need her. She’d guess he usually preferred to work alone. If she knew Weldon, but then, did she really? A few days alone in a hole with someone could be misleading. 

“Hey, Sweetie?”

“Hmm?”

“Is that girlie man looking this way?”

She looked down the hill and nodded. They all were watching now. 

“Good.” 

“What?” 

Weldon grabbed her. She squeaked and turned into the unexpected embrace. He kissed her, fast but firm and with a possessive edge that matched his grip on her shoulders. She remembered that kiss, and damned if he didn’t get it just right. When he let her go, her legs wobbled ever so slightly. She found the door, let him help her up into the cab and waited without saying a word while he shut the door and circled around the front of the vehicle. 

So she’d miss the last day. She’d had some fun, bought some spiders...even caught one in the wild. What more could a girl expect from an ordinary, single-dimension adventure? She watched him climb into the driver’s seat, cocky, over-confident and with an unpredictable streak three times wider than his common sense. She had missed him. 

“You ready to roll?” he asked. 

“Yeah.” Stevie grinned and grabbed for her seatbelt. She’d never been more ready for anything.
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Chapter Two
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“I THINK I SHOULD HAVE stayed at the convention.” Stevie pressed her eyes tight and dug her fingers into the railing. “In my own dimension.” 

“Why?” 

She heard Weldon’s voice, but refused to open her eyes. As hard as she found it to deny him, this particular job was for the birds. 

“You didn’t strike me as the ‘afraid of heights’ type,” he said. “You struck me as someone with a heart for adventure.” 

Damn him. “It’s not the height that I’m afraid of, Weldon. It’s the plunging to my death part.”

“We’re perfectly safe.”

“There’s no ground!” 

“That’s what the boardwalks are for, see?” 

The plank bridge they stood on waved and shifted from side to side. Stevie wrapped an arm through the railing and howled at him. “Weldon!”

“They haven’t lost a visitor yet. Come on, Stevie. It’s kind of pretty if you don’t look down.”

But she had looked down. She hadn’t been able to help it. The second his “invitation only” port chit had landed them on the circular platform, her eyes went naturally to her footing—or lack thereof. Granted, the suspended foyer hadn’t had much room for the two of them, and Weldon had been forced to take her in his arms, but aside from that solitary perk, Stevie really couldn’t think of much to compliment about the Avian dimension. Her eyes couldn’t make out any ground whatsoever when she did manage to risk a terrified peek. She tightened her squint. The sky just fell away around them, blue and lovely and without any solid foundation at all. 

“You’ll feel better once we reach the treetop.” Weldon tried to help, but the sound of his voice echoing off an infinity of nothing only set her to trembling again.

“How far is it?” She ground her teeth together and risked a second look at the dimension. This time, she kept her eyes fixed forward. 

She’d already managed half a dozen steps out from the platform. The bridge or boardwalk that Weldon had labeled the correct path stretched away into the distance, and Stevie could see clouds touching it in places. She swallowed and stared at the shadow of huge branches. 

“We’ll be there before you know it.” 

“Sure.” She tried to stand without the rail’s support, but the bridge still swayed from his test stunt, and her legs didn’t care to risk it. 

“Or you can stay here and wait for me.” He managed to make it sound like a dare. She hadn’t remembered that part, how easily the jackass could push her buttons. “I’d understand completely if you weren’t up to the trek.”

“I’m up to it.” Stevie stood and fixed her eyes on the back of his shirt, the vacuum canister and its assorted attachments. “Just keep me distracted while we walk.”

“Distracted?” He looked over his shoulder and raked a gaze over her. “That might increase the chance of falling, don’t you think?”

“Just talk, Weldon.” He managed to get her blushing again. She planted her free hand on the canister and gave him a good shove for it. “Tell me about the job.”

“Oh, right.” 

He started forward, his footfalls not helping the stability of the boardwalk one bit. Stevie followed him, staring at a spot between his shoulder blades and with one hand white knuckling along the nearest railing. “So,” she kept her feet moving and settled into the rhythm their steps made on the boards. “About the Avians—we’re talking big birds, right?”

“For the most part. I wouldn’t call them that to their faces, though.” 

“Right. You can do the talking.” 

He chuckled and swung the bucket he carried forward and back. She had to turn away, the movement of his arm only wobbled the bridge more, and it made her stomach join in as well. She tried to stare at the shadow of distant branches, but Weldon blocked that view fairly effectively. Instead, she let her eyes roam, directly out so as to avoid the distance below her feet, and examined the sporadic cloud formations. 

A soft wind swirled in an updraft, sending the nearest puffs wandering away and complicating her suspension bridge navigation enough to make her wince and use both hands on the rail. A shadow passed on her left, and shortly after a second, but when she turned in that direction only the open expanse looked back. 

“So what’s their problem, then?” The tree looked a lot bigger than she’d first thought. It looked downright gigantic, and as they neared it, she noted other, more distant shapes beyond the branches. “They get termites? Spider mites?” She giggled for a second until he answered.

“Giant louse.” 

“Excuse me?”

“Our host has got a louse in his tree house.” He stopped and turned around, holding up his hands about a foot and a half apart.

“You’re kidding me.”

He shook his head.

“They’ve got lice? That big?” She wheeled around and started back toward the platform. 

“Oh, come on, Stevie. They’re not that bad.”

“Giant lice.”

“It’s just the one...they think. All we have to do is snag it and then do a sweep, reassure them the coast is clear. Piece of cake.”

“There’s no such thing as a single louse, Weldon.” She turned back around, but crossed her arms and planted her feet. “You know that, right?”

“It’s not like it can get in your hair.” He held up his hands again and raised an eyebrow. “More like a house cat really.”

Part of her wanted to run for it. The other part argued that a house cat-sized louse was something she just had to see. It wasn’t like she’d have a lot of chances, and how many people could say they’d hopped over to an alternate dimension to wrangle a giant bug. She needed to do this even if she didn’t want to show Weldon she could handle it, which, of course, she did.

“Well, I hope you brought a big mallet.”

“Hmmm. Mmm.” Weldon flashed a grin back at her. “We’re not going to kill it.”

“What?” Stevie distinctly remembered the fate that befell one enormous bedbug. She imagined bits of it still decorated his heavy boots. 

“I’m a strictly humane, no kill, catch-and-collect guy these days.” 

“Really?” 

He stopped and leaned against the rail, totally posing and making it look Hollywood good. “Yeah. That’s why I need you. I’m not exactly experienced at keeping things alive. Finding the little buggers, yes, but extracting them without any fatal side-effects, not so much.”

She might have swooned and fallen from the boardwalk at the picture he made. Before she could, a Swallow the size of a city bus rocketed up from below. It stalled beside the walkway, purple-black wings flicking huge drafts at them and forcing Stevie to drop to her knees again. “Jeeeeeesus!”

“Heya,” Weldon drawled and tipped his hat at the monster. “We’re here about your bug.”
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“IT’S IN THERE?” STEVIE bent forward and stared at the hole in the wall. A smooth tube curved away into the wood, and she could easily have stuck her whole head inside. “Lice don’t live in tunnels.”

“Woodlouse.” Weldon thunked the bucket down on the Avian’s floor and grinned. “You didn’t ask what kind.”

“My mistake.” At least her hair was safe. Still, she tried to picture a woodlouse of any size and couldn’t come up with an image. She’d heard the term, but it didn’t bring any visual to mind. “What do we do now?”

The room was only about twenty feet across, but it stretched up at least six stories. They’d only found the one burrow, thank god. That much wood infested with giant lice would have pushed her straight into screaming and running. As it was, she eyed the walls with more than a little suspicion. Weldon’s sweep hadn’t looked terribly thorough, and the hand-held device he swung back and forth might have been a garage door opener for all she knew.

The floor they stood on gleamed, but the five enormous Avians perched at various heights overhead had her worried. Stevie had cleaned her share of bird cage trays, and those were some big ass birds. She couldn’t help glancing up repeatedly, and she hoped her fears weren’t obvious enough to offend Weldon’s client—the nice, giant Swallow with a woodlouse wedged in his tree house wall.

“I’m going to flush it out,” Weldon announced. “You take the bucket there and do your little trick.” He mimed popping the bucket down on top of an imaginary insect. 

“You want me to catch it?”

“Hey, you did all right with that spider.”

“Right.” She watched him reach back and pull one of his vacuum attachments into play. “That spider was smaller than my hand.”

He used a booted toe to push the bucket in her direction. Great. She stepped away from the louse hole and tried for that visual again. It would help to know what might pop out of there, to be prepared. She’d particularly like to know what sort of mouthparts, pinchers or stinger the thing might be sporting. She grabbed the bucket and steadied her legs. 

“You ready?”

“All set.” When he looked at her like that, with a challenge sparkling in his eyes, what else could she answer?

The hose he held ended in a blinking light bulb. It hardly looked worthy of the job at hand. When he caught her eyeing it, Weldon tapped his belt and shrugged. “No E.L.F. zone,” he explained, as if that cleared anything up. The dog whistle hanging from the belt didn’t look any more effective than the Christmas light hose. Still, he stuffed the light into the hole in the wood with a wink in her direction. 

“What’s that thing do?”

“Ultra sonic emitter,” he said. “With ultra violet back-up.” He flicked a switch on the hose base, and as far as she could tell absolutely nothing happened. 

“And that’s supposed to scare them out?”

“Not like an E.L.F.” He jiggled the hose and shifted his weight from foot to foot. “But the Avians have restrictions, and besides, they’re usually fatal.”

“Elves?” 

“E.L.F. waves.” He grunted and twisted the hose. “Usually kill the buggers. One time—” 

Something rolled out of the hole. Weldon leapt backwards, hose flailing, and cursed under his breath. The floorboards thumped, and Stevie stared down at a smooth, plated gray ball. The surface was sleek and rubbery and somehow amazingly familiar. 

“Get it!” Weldon still gripped the hose, but he nodded fiercely at the ball even as he backed a good, long step away from it. 

“That?” She tilted her head and examined the tight plates. Somewhere, she’d seen that shape before. She lowered the bucket. The ball still rocked from its fall, and as it shifted, Stevie caught sight of the side and the tightly curled in legs only just peeking from the center. She giggled.

“Any time would work,” Weldon said. 

“It’s a pill bug, Weldon.”

“Excuse me?”

“A sow bug? A rolly poly?”

He shook his head and stepped farther from her, as if the thing might uncoil and strike at any moment. She squinted at it. Woodlouse—she’d heard them called that before, but the relation had slipped her memory. How much damage could a huge rolly poly bug do to a person’s hand? Did they even have chewing mouthparts? The curiosity got the best of her, and she dropped into a springy squat beside it. 

One long feeler extended from a crack in the shell. It traced a path along the floor, left and then right, before the second one joined in. The legs protruded a few inches more, and the tight ball began to relax and uncurl. 

“Sweetie?” Weldon said. “Our nice paying customer might be slightly irritable if we let that thing crawl back into their walls.”

“Yeah. Sure.” Instead of upending the bucket over the critter, she leaned it on its side. No matter how big the thing was, she just couldn’t feel threatened by a pill bug. The feelers reached out and the ball stretched into the familiar domed length. How many of them had she played with as a kid? She could imagine the tickle of tiny feet on her palm as she scooted the giant version into the bucket, one hand pushing on the end that she was sure didn’t have mouthparts. 

Then she tilted the container back up and heard the scrabble of many feet against the side. Two feeler tips waved over the top, and Stevie reached a finger out and touched them softly. Amazing. She’d never see anything close to this weird in her own dimension. This beat tarantula hunting by a fair mile—even for a spider lover. 

“You touched it.” Weldon leaned down beside her and eyed the captive woodlouse skeptically. Had he kept from lethal means for her benefit? She couldn’t be sure, but Stevie would have bet a month ago this hunt would have ended on a much sadder note. 

“Yeah. I don’t think it’s dangerous.” She glanced at his expression and realized just how much she’d assumed about dimensional similarities. “Is it dangerous?”

“Doubtful.” He nodded, and she guessed he hadn’t a clue one way or the other. “Maybe a lid, just in case?”

“Right.” She slipped the plastic cover into place and stood up. The scritching sound quieted as soon as the bucket interior went dark. “Now what do we do?”

“Well, for starters you keep an eye on it, and I’ll go collect our fee.” 

Weldon tugged his hat down, slung his light bulb back into its sheath, and turned his attentions to the Avians perched above the room. He swaggered more than he had before, puffed up a little prouder and with his shoulders pressed back. The nearest bird clacked its beak and let out a series of high-pitched whistles. 

Stevie bent over the bucket. The critter inside scratched the walls again. She could hear the legs scrambling against plastic. He hadn’t stepped on it. A no-kill hunt, he’d said. She drummed her fingers softly against the lid and smiled. When had that happened? She watched him covertly, under her ponytail while she played with the giant bug. He spoke to the Avians, nodded and waved his hands on occasion—perfectly at home in the situation. She might have swooned. 

She could get used to this, to intergalactic or whatever bug hunts with Weldon Marks. So long as he didn’t step on anything, Stevie could imagine a long future of chasing giant pill bugs at his side. She couldn’t quite figure if that was his plan or not, but bringing her along today had to be a good sign. 

“You ready?” He returned with a grin plastered on. “Had enough?”

“Enough?” Stevie sensed a deeper question. “One big rolly poly and we’re all done?” 

His expression answered her. She’d picked the right response, had answered his challenge with a dare of her own. He snagged the bucket handle and hefted their quarry into the air. “This time,” he said. “Enough for one day.”

He headed for the exit, and Stevie fell in step. The bucket of giant bug swung between them. “Good.” She grinned, but kept her eyes forward. “I was thinking you might be teasing me with all this, just to dump me back in my own reality.” 

They stepped out into the bottomless world again, the world of clouds and hanging bridges, and this time, she kept her eyes fixed ahead. Weldon started right off, and she lagged only a step or two before taking to the planks and the swaying ropes. 

“Well, actually.” He turned back over his shoulder so that the words could reach her before the wind stole them. “Actually, I do need to drop you back in the real world.”

She felt her heart sink a level. Her face tightened, and she nodded and forced a smile. 

“But you know,” he waved his free hand toward the open air. “Only till the next job.”

The next job. When she moved forward again, Stevie’s steps danced. They set the bridge swaying, and she didn’t mind the view in the least. 
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Chapter Three
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THEY DROVE HIS VAN out of Phoenix after dark. The giant pill bug slept in his plastic bucket behind their seats, stashed along with Weldon’s gear, most of which had no business existing in this dimension. Stevie watched the desert slide by outside the window, blue and purple under a low sliver of moon. The radio played softly, and Weldon steered the vehicle off the highway onto a pitted back road that might actually have been paved at one time.

She dug her fingers into the leathery arm rest and endured the bouncing without complaint. Her suitcase and spiders waited, tucked between Weldon’s hoses, canisters and buckets. Her rebellious escape to the convention hadn’t ended as she intended, but she couldn’t imagine a better outcome. 

They jolted over another rut, and she watched Weldon bounce into the cab roof. His hat slid off to the side, and he let go of the wheel to save it. She held her breath until his hands returned to keeping them safely on the road. 

“What will you do with the van?” 

“There’s a spot I can park it.” He wrenched the wheel and they swerved around a pothole. “It’s just a bit farther.”

“You’ll just leave it here?”

“Yeah.” He squinted at the swath of road lit by the van’s dusty headlights. “Why? Do you want it?”

“No. Wait. You bought it?”

“Yeah. That’s easier in the end.” 

“And you’re just going to abandon it?”

He nodded so hard he had to grab at the hat again. Stevie winced and clung to her door. 

“It’s cool,” Weldon said. “I do it all the time.”

She considered a trail of abandoned vehicles left across dimensions. “And you’ve never gotten caught?” 

“Sometimes I go back for them. There was this one rig in—never mind. It’s a long story.”

“I can imagine.” She wondered how many of the derelict vehicles waiting on the side of the highway were actually left by inter-dimensional travelers. “Do you use a fake ID in each place?”

“I have a handful. Don’t really need them in evolved dimensions. A-class worlds like this, you know.” He shrugged in a way that put heat in her cheeks. Worlds like hers, he meant. Worlds that were arrogant enough to assume they were the only game in town. “Here we are.”

He pulled off the road onto a pair of dusty tire ruts leading out into the scrub. Stevie blinked at the dark shadows walking past her window. Saguaro. The big cacti looked like people at first glance. Hell, maybe they were in some places, in places where he wouldn’t need to abandon the van. Here, they’d even had to cover up her abduction, make it look like something more natural for her world—and twice as terrifying. 

“I can’t believe the cops haven’t worked it out at all. Not even a little?”

“Well, it’s
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