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For Joel, a trip through a portal results in a gender switch, a new life on Earth Fourteen, a new girlfriend, and a promising future...until an old enemy resurfaces. After that, all bets are off.
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KATHY, FORMERLY OF our Earth, formerly Joel, who switched bodies with the real Kathy during a trip through an experimental portal, is now living with Myrna Loi, the woman she met on Earth Fourteen. They've started a business, and Kathy-Joel is thinking about marriage, even though the laws on Earth Fourteen don’t favor the LGBTQIA set.

Kathy is getting signals from Joel. They have a psychic link, and Kathy learns that Joel has built a portal machine on her old Earth. 

The Center, a fascist group on Earth Fourteen, has not been destroyed. They have portals of their own, and Linda Rawlins, Kathy’s psychotic ex-girlfriend, is still alive and eager to wreak her own brand of vengeance.
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––––––––
[image: ]


SHENANDOAH CITY, UPSTATE New York. Present day, Earth Fourteen. Myrna’s place. February eighteenth.

Telling a story was a funny thing. It had rules and conventions, and all the experts in writing—whoever those experts were—said that a person should never start any story with a dream sequence. In their minds, beginning with a dream sequence or the main character having a vision was trite, boring...trope-ish. Maybe that was true, but in my case, my dream was what led me to this point in my life. 

It began with me having a dreamless sleep. In fact, I’d never dreamed in my life, not once, not that I could remember. Some people said that they could recall their dreams with perfect clarity. Some said that they couldn’t. But for me, dreams in my life were non-existent.

Still, this dream—more like a voice telling me that I had to listen to them—was more than a little disturbing. The voice, very familiar, although I couldn’t quite place it, said that I had to listen, had to be careful, and that we had to meet. “I’ll look for you,” it had said. “Please wait, please be patient.”

That was it, and I’d had those image-sound dreams three times since arriving here, and each time I’d woken up in a cold sweat, heart hammering away, mouth dry, and mind whirling. For anyone else, that was disturbing enough, but in my case, it was beyond ridiculous, as what had happened to me should never have happened in the first place. 

Here meant Earth Fourteen, and as whacky as that sounded, it was true. People had only one life to live. I’d had two lives, one on my old Earth, and one on my current Earth. On my old Earth, I was Joel Silverman, four months shy of turning eighteen, living with my parents and going to high school. 

During my first date ever with Jennie Garver, the hottest girl in school, a fight with some punks forced me to run for my life. At the height of under five-seven, skinny, with no muscle and no fighting ability, I had to escape. 

Perhaps Jennie understood, and perhaps not. I never got an answer, as my escape had led me to enter a research lab downtown—and why would a research lab be downtown, anyway—that had built a portal to view other Earths. Sci-fi fantasy had become fact, and a force that I couldn’t fight pulled me inside the portal and sent me down a corridor of white light.

To make a long story short, I went through this corridor in a matter of nanoseconds, and unbeknownst to me at that time, that corridor led to this new Earth. Along the way, I met and exchanged bodies and some memories with Katherine Goldbloom, a child prodigy turned teen prodigy, now just shy of twenty years of age, someone brilliant in physics as well as mathematics.

It was weird; it was supposed to be physically impossible, but it had happened. Long story short—again—I ended up in her body on her Earth, and there, I came face to face with a quasi-fascist regime, homophobia—Kathy was gay, and I entered into a relationship with a woman named Myrna Loi—and that didn’t sit well with some people.

Things went from weird to weirder, as a fascistic group called the Center tried to silence anyone connected with the portal machine. Myrna and I had managed to best them. After a lot of them were arrested across the country, the true believers went underground. “They’ll be back,” Myrna had told me. “Like cockroaches, they’ll come out when they think they can get something.”

So far, they hadn’t, but that didn’t mean that they weren’t planning something, and to make matters worse, I couldn’t get back to my Earth, as the machine that had brought me to my new home had been destroyed. 

So, I had to get used to living in another body and dealing with a same-sex relationship. It was something I’d grown used to and liked, not because I’d wanted to become a woman, but because I’d found someone to love...

Back to reality.

“Kathy, are you going to make lunch?”

So much for my reverie, but that was what happened. As for the person who’d asked the question, it was my girlfriend, Myrna, calling from upstairs. “Working on it, Myrna,” I yelled back. “Give me a few seconds.”

Actually, a few seconds meant a few minutes spent rolling out some premade dough, thinning it out, using tomato paste to cover the crust, and then adding cheese and a pepperoni substitute to make—voila—a pepperoni pizza.

Yes, this Earth had no such thing as pizza or pepperoni. Believe it or not, that was a fact of life here. They had other kinds of pasta, but that all-important staple of teenage and single life, that sometimes greasy all-purpose food...nope.

Therfore, it was up to me to introduce it to this city, and then, to the world. Now, to make the dough, all I needed were the regular ingredients—flour, salt, etc.—to create the base for the pizza. 

After that, ladling on tomato sauce was the easy part, although store-bought tomato sauce here sucked. I cooked my own. It took time, but it was a labor of love, and in the long run, it was worth it. So was the pizza oven we’d had installed in Myrna’s kitchen, and that made all the difference.

Her house was simple enough. It had belonged to her parents, but they’d recently retired and moved to Florida. Since they didn’t want to sell their place, they offered it to Myrna, she accepted, and we moved in together.

It was really ideal. Two stories, with the bedrooms, shower, and toilet on the second floor, a large kitchen and living room on the bottom floor. It was nicely furnished, but nothing extravagant, save the pizza oven we’d put in, with a contractor’s help. It was actually an oven for baking bread, but at our specifications, he’d enlarged it, and now, it served as an oven to experiment with, perfecting that dish we called pizza.

Oh, and we’d also bought a dough-making machine. It was small, and it made just enough dough for our needs. That made baking easier. But the biggest problem was the actual meat on top, the pepperoni. For some reason, on this Earth, no one had ever thought of making pork sausage. No one had ever added paprika or salt or a bit of sugar or chili peppers to give it that special spice. 

And, horror of horrors, no meat-packing company or slaughterhouse or butcher had ever thought of making prosciutto or salami, which were often subbed in for pepperoni. What kind of world had bacon strips and pork steaks, but no pepperoni?

Answer—this world. Fortunately, a neighborhood butcher did me a favor and, with my guidance, managed to cure pork and beef sausage, add in paprika and chili peppers, and, through a lot of trial and error, made what we called pepperoni. It wasn’t quite like the stuff I’d had on my Earth, but it was close. 

Hamish Parker was his name. We’d held a meeting at his slaughterhouse, Myrna and I on one side, and he on the other. He’d promised to keep our pepperoni recipe a secret—in exchange for a percentage of the profits. “Ten percent,” he’d said, when we initially negotiated.

“Ten,” I echoed, introducing a note of doubt in my voice.

“Too much?” He was a short, stocky man in his forties, with thinning black hair and a weaselly face.

“We’re thinking five percent.”

“Deal,” he replied with a hopeful air.

Myrna had nudged me as a sign to accept, so I said, “Deal. You’ll be our only supplier for all the beef, chicken, and pork we need. And...we’ll toss in an initial payment of three hundred thousand credits, as a sign of good faith.”

His eyes lit up at the amount. “You can count on me.” 

Since we were set vis-à-vis the meat thing, I ran the idea of opening up a pizza store past Myrna. She’d already tasted my pizza creations and had loved all of them. We had the capital, we rented a small place ten minutes away by car, and after two months of refitting and experimenting with various food combinations, we were ready.

It cost a lot, to be sure. In fact, it cost me all the credits I had in my account. Myrna’s parents were well-fixed, and they agreed to fund the rest of our venture, provided we paid them back within three years. Generous of them, I thought. We wouldn’t...no, we couldn’t fail.

Our grand opening was three months after my official arrival here. Shenandoah City lay roughly forty minutes away by car from downtown Manhattan. It had a population of only fifty thousand or so, but it had a thriving downtown core with plenty of antique stores and coffee shops, but no pizza establishments. That made it a prime area to open our own place.

And while Myrna and I were fixing up the restaurant, I reflected on who I was and who I’d become. I had the body of Kathy Goldbloom, but since she’d supposedly died in an explosion, which had blown up the portal machine as well as killed one of the Center’s main operatives, Linda Rawlins, I went under the alias of Dorothy Sanders. 

How was that possible, one may ask. This was a different Earth with advanced tech. One of the things on this Earth that was compulsory for everyone was to wear a com-link bracelet. It contained a person’s individual stats, address, contact number, and other information. Each com-link had its own individual electronic marker.

The marker was the key. If a person turned off their com-link, a signal was sent to the police to track down that person. In order to avoid being detected, Myrna and I used a holographic app to hide our true appearances. It had been created by Myrna’s friend—who’d remained nameless—and that app tossed up a holographic image. Instead of being a Caucasian woman, Dorothy was black and very pretty.

Myrna—her last name was Loi—was of Vietnamese in descent, so her app was that of Mary Vinh. She was proud of her Vietnamese heritage, and rightly so, and together, we made a good team. She learned how to make sauce and create pizza just like I had, and while I was still better, my girlfriend could handle herself as well as I could in the kitchen. 

Dorothy and Mary’s Pizza Emporium—that was the sign we hung over our first place. It seated fifty people, and it offered pizza and soft drinks. No burgers, no fries. Our menu had pepperoni pizza, Margherita-style pizza, chicken strip pizza, vegetarian pizza, and cheese pizza. That was it. For the past three months, I’d experimented, baked, timed things out, slaved, tasted, eaten, and hoped for the best.

As Joel Silverman, I’d been an average student at best. I was a total washout at sports and even worse at social interactions, but the one thing in life I was good at was making pizza, and I had a sixth sense when it came to making that round Italian concoction that my world seemed so in love with. 

Our store wasn’t an instant sensation, but word of mouth spread our rep, and soon, we were outselling everyone else. Sure enough, copycat restaurants opened, but as the saying went, often imitated, never duplicated. We had the winning formula, and that translated into a lot of credits, the currency used here. Within three months, we’d made plans to open another store in New Rochelle. 

Plans for a third store in Manhattan, which was potentially the biggest market of all, was in the works, and Myrna and I made a great team not only in the daytime, but during our nighttime lovemaking sessions, which left me tired and happy and thrilled that I’d fallen for the most beautiful woman in the world. Today was Wednesday, and that was the one day we’d closed the store to have some time for ourselves...

“Kathy!”

“Yes, heart of my heart, the pizza’s in the oven.”

“Coming!”

That was all I needed to hear, and three seconds later, Myrna bounded downstairs to run into the kitchen and throw herself into my arms. She wore only a pair of yellow shorts and a matching yellow halter top that showcased her slender form, and her long hair was like a swirl of black silk that caressed every part of my body it touched. 

As I hugged her, I noticed the scars on her neck and the top of her head. She’d received those in a fire, and while they were scars, they made her even more beautiful in my eyes.

“Heart of my heart,” she echoed with a smile. “That deserves a reward.”

After a brief kiss-up, she seated herself at the long counter in our kitchen, inhaling the smells of the baking pizza. “It should be ready soon,” I said, checking the timer. “About twenty minutes.”

“I wonder if I can wait that long,” she said with a grin.

“You couldn’t wait for me to get out of the shower last night,” I teased. “I finished drying off, walked into our bedroom, and—”

“Gotcha,” she finished for me, sounding happier with every word. “Oh, baby doll, we make a great couple.”

“Yeah, we do. I wonder, are you into a long-term thing?”

Myrna looked at me with a curious expression. “Are you asking me if I want to marry you?”

I was only eighteen—all right, twenty in my new body, so... “I was just wondering, and...”

That was the last thing I got out before a searing pain hit me right between the eyes. I’d had those pains before, but I’d chalked it up to the stress of living here and adapting. This kind of agony, though, was different, but through the pain, that voice, that very familiar voice came again, and I knew this person, but from where?

“Kathy, are you okay?”

Myrna’s voice broke through the fog in my brain. The pain was slowly leaving, but the message remained. “Okay? Yeah, maybe,” I answered. I sat on a nearby chair, shaking my head to clear it, still keeping an eye on the timer. Soon, very soon.

“Have you had these pains before?”

Myrna sounded concerned, so I chose to tell her. “Three times before. They weren’t so bad, but this was different.”

“Why didn’t you tell me? I’m your girlfriend.”

“I didn’t want to worry you.”

Myrna came around the counter to hold me, stroke my hair, and tell me softly that things were going to be okay. I had no idea if they were or not. A pinging sound came from the oven. “Lunch is ready,” I said. The pain was gone, but the message remained. It said, “I’m here. Talk to me.”

But I said nothing about it to Myrna. Instead, I steered the conversation to how the pizza was. “Wonderful,” she said, between bites. “Better than I could’ve done.”

My girlfriend was being overly modest. “You can make pizza almost as well as I can.” Actually, no, she couldn’t, but I didn’t tell her that. In time, she would, but not yet.

Myrna blushed, but she shook her head. “I usually burn the crust. You make it perfect.”

A nice compliment. I’d take it. We finished our meal, cleaned up, then my girlfriend took my hand to lead me upstairs. “This is our day off,” she said softly with a hint of what was to come. “So, let’s enjoy it.”

“Lead on,” I said.

“Oh, baby doll, you know it. And we can talk about the marriage thing.”

And, skipping over the lovemaking, which was intense and satisfying, we passed the time talking about our future together. I couldn’t see being with anyone else, no, not in a million years. I’d found my special someone, and once a person found someone else who completed them, why bother looking elsewhere?

Yes, marriage seemed to be the thing to do. We were both young—Myrna was twenty-four—so we agreed to discuss it in the days ahead. After that, I must’ve drifted off to sleep, as the visions came again, and that was the point where this story began. No pain accompanied the vision, but this time, I saw a face...my former face, that of Joel, along with his voice. “We need to meet. We have to talk...”

With a gasp, I sat up, my breath coming in short, sharp pants. Myrna woke up as well, asking groggily, “What is it? Bad dream again?”

“Yeah. I mean, no. I know what it is. I mean, I know who it is.”

Instantly, Myrna became alert and switched on the light. “Are you sure? Who is it?”

“It’s Kathy. Your Kathy, the Kathy I switched bodies with, the one living as Joel on my old Earth. She’s trying to contact me.”

Chapter Two: Connection
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THAT SAME NIGHT. ONE AM.

Myrna and I sat in our living room, me with a cup of hot chocolate, and her with half the sugar production of Cuba in her mug of java. After that message, there was no going back to sleep, not right away. 

Our drinks helped to cut the chill, as well as keep us alert. Mid-February, upstate New York was chilly. I’d never liked winter, not as my old self, and certainly not now. Some people had thicker skin than I did. 

Being female, we had a higher core body temperature than men did, between one and two degrees higher, which made summers somewhat uncomfortable but winters more bearable, but I still got cold. As for our beverages, I’d been here almost eight months, and I still hadn’t gotten used to the taste of coffee, much less the smell. 

Myrna, though, thrived on it. On average, she went through seven cups a day along with tons of sugar, and I used to tease her about getting diabetes or some other problem. “I’m not going to worry about it,” she’d told me. “I need my feed, and I need my sugar intake. Period.”

Fine, she could have her sugar. I tried to avoid it. As Kathy, I stood five-seven, weighed around one-twenty-five, with long brown hair and green eyes placed in a plain-pretty face. Or so I’d been told. Becoming a woman was one thing, but being told that I was pretty, well, that was an entirely different story. Different gender, different expectations and observations, it seemed.

Myrna finished off her beverage and put the cup down on the coffee table. “Are you sure it’s Kathy...the old Kathy, I mean? How do you know?”

It was hard for me to articulate, but I took in a deep breath to calm down and then slowly let it out. “I’m not sure, but I’ve got a theory. I think that when we passed each other in the void, we touched each other’s hands and...and formed a link. I don’t know how, but I felt some of my memories, uh, transfer themselves. I still have them, but they’re part of someone else’s life, too. I think Kathy—who’s now Joel—and I are linked psychically. That’s all I can say.”

“But the machine here was destroyed.”

Good point, which led to another observation. “Yeah, here it was, at least, in Portland, but the leader of the Center said that they might be able to build another portal machine.” 

The Center’s leader’s name was Manderleigh, and he’d died the night the machine got blown up. However, before his death, he’d mentioned something about building a gateway in a country where the laws weren’t so strict. “It’s possible,” Myrna said. 

Building on that assumption, I added, “Okay, say he and the Center built another machine here...somewhere. What if Joel managed to convince some private company to build one back on my Earth? That would mean the message could go through. I don’t know how, but it makes sense, doesn’t it?”

Myrna’s jaw sagged, but then she began to nod as she followed the logic of my supposition and saw it through to the end. “Right, she, er, Joel still has the knowledge and the mathematical equations in his head. That means they’ve built it on your Earth, and he’s gotten the machine to work over there.”

It seemed to be the right answer. “So far, it’s a one-way street. I can get Joel’s messages, but I can’t send them.”

Myrna’s expression was thoughtful. “You just said something about the Center building another portal here. Let me check.”

*
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THE WHAT-IF SCENARIO was there, but it all hinged on one thing—if someone had constructed a portal on our Earth. It was more than possible. The late founder of Quantum Technologies, Limited, a man named Marston Eldridge, who was also a member of the Center, had the equations at his disposal to make the link. While the gateway’s outer shell was easy enough to build, only Kathy—the real Kathy—had been able to come up with the necessary equations to start and maintain the link between Earths.

And since the Center owned those equations, what was to stop them from constructing another portal? In a word, nothing. Myrna had gone to the second floor and returned carrying a Reach Net, this planet’s version of the internet. It was a small metal square, but a simple touch transformed it into a laptop that set up a holographic display. “Time to check things,” she said. “Give me a bit, please.”

While she did, I lay on the couch, trying to sort things out. Gender switching was so weird, and only now was I getting used to it. It wasn’t that bad, but at first, wearing so many underclothes took some adjustments on my part. Makeup was another thing, as the other Kathy hadn’t used it very often. 

On the rare occasions that I went out on my own sans app, I learned how to style from Myrna. A little base makeup and rouge here, a little lipstick there, brush my hair, adjust my clothes, and I was ready.

What bothered me, though, were the expectations and assumptions that people here had, mainly men. Their attitude was that since I had a warm body and was considered attractive, I was ripe for the picking. 

Even after I told them I wasn’t interested, they still persisted, and it was a good thing that Kathy had learned karate. She was quite skilled in Shotokan karate, and she—that is, me—had powerful kicks and strikes. That seemed to dissuade most of the jerks.

It also dissuaded some of the women who wanted to pick me or Myrna up. That was a new experience for me. We’d gone to a club for women—Flower Power—to have a night out together and watch some female comedians do their schtick. It was amusing, except for one little incident...

Flower Power nightclub. Eight PM. Twelve days ago.

Sharlene Shaw, a well-known comedienne, was midway through her monologue. The audience was laughing and eating it up, and Myrna and I were enjoying ourselves immensely. It was a belated birthday gift, as I’d turned eighteen since coming here. That was my old persona as Joel. Kathy, my current persona, had turned twenty.

Things were going well. I’d never been a social person before, and now I was in a nightclub with my girlfriend, surrounded by many other women. Most of them were friendly. After all, we were here for a good time. 

However, when a lull in the laughs occurred, a rather heavyset woman in her thirties wandered over with a drink in her hand. She grabbed a chair from another table and placed it next to me. “Here, have a drink,” she said in a husky voice.

I took a sniff...alcohol. “Er, I don’t drink alcohol, thanks. And I have a date.” I inclined my head at Myrna, who wore a glower that cut through the semi-darkness. 

The woman wouldn’t take no for an answer and clamped a paw on my shoulder. “She isn’t much of a date. I can make you happy.”

She smelled of cheap alcohol and desperation, and something else in her voice—unrequited lust—turned me off. Additionally, I didn’t like being touched by anyone save my girlfriend, so I brushed this woman’s hand away. “Go make someone else happy.”

My answer didn’t get her to back off, and she said in a loud, angry voice that carried over the entire room, “Hey, bitch, you come in here with the little Asian flower. What’s wrong, you don’t like American women?”

Oh, wonderful, I had to run into a racist lesbian. It showed me that racism wasn’t the sole property of white, Christian men. In short, I didn’t like it one bit, and I decided to set the record straight. “My girlfriend’s American, same as you, chunky. Get lost, or I’ll make you get lost.”

By this time, the comedienne on stage had stopped doing her schtick, the lights had come on, the members of the audience were staring at us, and a couple of women wearing security tags on their uniforms walked over, with one of them saying, “Hey, if you ladies have a problem, take it outside. This is a peaceful club, and we want to keep it that way.”

Myrna, who hadn’t said a word so far, looked at the guards and then shifted her gaze to the large intruder. “I’m going to agree with the security people here. I think we should take Ms. Lardass outside and beat some manners into her. How about it, lardass? Care to tango?”

The heavyset woman nodded with a ghost of a smile on her overly made-up lips. “I think that I’ll enjoy this. Winner gets the hot brunette.”

“I’m not a prize,” I said, annoyed at this woman’s attitude. I decided to call her Ms. Piggy due to her lousy and obnoxious attitude. “And if there’s going to be a fight, I’ll do it.”

Our foe shrugged. “Fine by me. You’ll still be coming home with me after it’s over.”

Myrna eyed her with contempt and strode to the rear exit. I watched her go, and I knew that unless this annoying slob knew martial arts, then she was in for a rough time. I’d been teaching Myrna some moves, and we had practice matches at least three times a week. The train was coming down the track, and Ms. Piggy simply didn’t see it.

Outside, we stood in a narrow alley. Ms. Piggy stood with her fists balled. They were the size of small hams. “I should warn you ladies that I’m a pretty decent boxer.”

With a total absence of fear, Myrna walked over to her and promptly twisted to launch a sidekick into the other woman’s stomach that doubled her over. “And I know karate. My girlfriend taught me some moves.”

It only temporarily stopped Ms. Piggy, as she straightened up with a growl and slugged Myrna with a right hook to her temple that staggered her. “You’re all kick and no hit, bitch.” She looked at me. “Ready to have a good time?”

Aw, screw this. I rushed over to land a one-two punch combo to Ms. Piggy’s jaw that dropped her to one knee. A roundhouse kick knocked her semi-conscious. “Well, that’s that,” I said as I helped Myrna up. “You doing okay, girlfriend?”

She had to be feeling a lot of pain, and in the dim light, a bruise was beginning to form where she’d been struck. “I’ll live,” she grunted as she rubbed the sore spot. “Let’s go home.”

As we stepped over Ms. Piggy’s prostrate form, she suddenly reached up and grabbed Myrna’s pant leg. “You ain’t going anywhere, slant-eye.”

Oh, that was the wrong thing to say. Myrna bent down to land three quick strikes to the woman’s face. “I think I am,” she muttered as Ms. Piggy lapsed into la-la land. “Lord, I hate bigots.”

At home, Myrna remained in a foul mood until I enticed her into the shower. She quickly stripped and stepped into the tub to hug me. In a little girl’s whisper, she said, “You like my eyes?”

“I like everything about you,” I replied as our lips met...

Back to the present.

“I’ve got something,” Myrna said, bringing me back to reality.

That got my attention, and I sat up. “What?”

Myrna took her place beside me on the couch. “I checked with some of the members of my old group.”

By old group, she meant her former watchdog society, the Center For Safe Science. After we’d destroyed the Center—or we thought that we’d destroyed it—she’d disbanded her watchdog organization, but some of the members were still active. “And, er, what did they find out?”

She puffed out a series of small breaths before answering. “You were right. Apparently, the Center built another portal.”

I knew it. “Uh, where?”

“Los Angeles. I’ll book a flight for tomorrow morning. Pack enough clothes for three days.”

*
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THE FLIGHT OUT TO LOS Angeles wasn’t the most pleasant one. We’d taken a taxi from our residence to Linden Airport near Manhattan, leaving at six AM and getting to Manhattan just shy of seven. LaGuardia Airport didn’t exist on this Earth. 

Linden, though, was massive, with international, as well as domestic flights, over thirty runways, and it was easily the size of fifteen football fields. Inside the airport, guards strolled here and there with dogs trained to sniff out drugs. Initially, I’d thought that security would be a problem. After all, Myrna and I were using apps to get us through, and I figured that they’d set off the alarm.

“Not to worry,” Myrna whispered just before we went through the electronic checkpoint. “These apps are secure.”

It turned out they were, and that meant we could board our jet. In the past on my Earth, I’d gone to different cities by car, by bus, and by train, but I’d never been on an airplane before. While we taxied down the runway, my stomach jumped with nervousness, while Myrna closed her eyes and nodded off.

How she could do that was beyond me, but there it was. I was too nervous to sleep, much less eat or drink anything. Halfway through the flight, we hit a spot of bad weather, and the plane started lurching from side to side. 

Myrna woke up, noted the rain outside, then turned to me. “You feeling all right?”

“No. How do I look?”

“Like paper.”

Wonderful. Our plane then got hit by a downdraft that provoked a few cries of fear from the passengers. They could scream. My stomach was ready to jump out by itself and fly the rest of the way on its own. “Oh, crap,” I muttered. “This isn’t good.”

And why had I eaten that breakfast plate of three eggs, toast, and a ham steak at the airport before getting on the plane? That was idiocy, masquerading as sheer lunacy. 

Myrna asked, “You sick? They’ve got bags here.” In a helpful move, she handed me one.

Good thing she did, as everything came out of me, and it kept coming. I got up and ran to the washroom to get rid of the bag and heave out some more food that I’d somehow stored in my gut for the past five years. When I got back, Myrna said, “You’re still pale. Sit, don’t worry. We’ve got another hour to go.”

The shaking began again as did the bucking, and I reached for the bags. “How many do you need?” Myrna asked. “I can always get more.”

“Oh, shut up. And we’re taking the train home. I don’t care how long it takes.”

“Whatever you say.”

*
[image: ]


AT THE AIRPORT IN LA, Myrna checked her com-link. “Our friend is here. Let’s go meet him.”

“Who’s this person?” I asked as we walked outside, dragging our carry-ons. Now that I was on firm ground, my stomach had settled down, but I still didn’t dare eat anything. Food would have to wait. 

“Mike Leeds. He’s the leader of the LA chapter of our old watchdog group, and he also designed the camouflage apps we’re using.”

Ah, now I knew the genius behind all the apps. Outside, it was cold but not overly so. Myrna and I waited in the cool sunshine of the day. People swirled around us, and then a short, extremely fat man in his early twenties approached us. He wore a pair of threadbare brown slacks, a brown shirt, a torn windbreaker, and an absurdly bright orange cap. “Mary Vinh? Dorothy Sanders?” he asked politely.

“Hiya, Mike,” Myrna said brightly. “It’s us.”

He chuckled. “I thought I recognized my handiwork. Come with me. I have a car waiting.”

*
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MIKE DROVE HIS BATTERED blue sports coupe down the highway, skillfully weaving his way in and out of traffic. “We’ll be at the safehouse soon,” he said. “Actually, it’s only a couple of miles away from our target, so that’s good news.”

Safehouses...I’d been in them before. Myrna had hidden me from the Center’s goons for my first couple of weeks here. The places had tunnels that led to safer sites, but this was Los Angeles. Was it truly safe here? I’d find out soon enough. “Uh, how many guards are there?” I asked.

“Over sixty at any given time,” he said cheerfully. “Not to worry, I’m on this. Now, let me drive, please. I like silence during my trips.”

Myrna nudged me, a sign to shut up, so I leaned back and tried to get some sleep. Soon, I felt the exhaustion hit, and blackness claimed me.

*
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“WE’RE HERE.”

Mike’s words woke me up. I looked outside and saw that we’d pulled up to a small apartment building in an industrial area. We exited the car, I stretched, and I noticed a total absence of people. “What’s going on here?”

“Your safehouse,” he said, pointing at the apartment. “Your first trip to LA, right?”

“Yes.”

He nodded. “This is an abandoned industrial area. The city never got around to tearing it down. However, a couple of months ago, our people noticed some materials being brought in, so we did some checking, coordinated with Myrna, and we found out that the Center built a portal.”

So soon? “That’s pretty quick.”

Mike nodded again. “Yeah, it is. What we don’t know is if they’ve tested it yet, or if they have, then who’s gone through.” He glanced at his watch. “It’s past five. We have people watching the place. If anything moves, we’ll be ready.”

“Go in guns blazing?” I asked. 

“I’d prefer a different way.” He dug his hand into his right pants pocket and took out two keys. “This is for your apartment, number two-oh-two. Stay inside, stay safe. There’s food in the fridge, and a television to watch. Relax. I





















Chapter Three: “The Center Must Hold”
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Chapter Four: Bombed
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Chapter Five: The Hunt Begins
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Chapter Six: Captured by the Center
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Chapter Seven: Escape
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Chapter Eight: Reunion
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Chapter Nine: Potential




















































































Chapter Ten: Interrogation
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Chapter Eleven: First Wave
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Chapter Twelve: Second Wave
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Chapter Thirteen: Mistake
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Chapter Fourteen: Escape, Part Two
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Chapter Fifteen: News
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Chapter Sixteen: Plans
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Chapter Eighteen: Final Assault
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Chapter Nineteen: Final Journey
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