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The screen shows a badly-drawn picture of Assassin 8’s masked face.  The logo superimposed beneath it reads THE MURDERIFFIC HOUR! Tinny amusement park music plays for a few seconds, then stops as the picture changes to a shot of Assassin 8 sitting behind a desk with a large gun resting on it. “Hello again! And welcome to my new show, The Murderiffic Hour. The title is a biiiit misleading, as it’s not actually an hour long, but there will be plenty of murder. Feedback on my previous post seems to indicate it was a little too graphic, so I’ve switched to a more family-friendly talk show format. Now, let’s meet our guests—the amazing Amazers!”

The camera pulls back, revealing four figures bound to chairs with thick chains, the links pulsing with blue light. Three are human, one is not.

“First up—the Boar! Hopefully he won’t bore us, ha ha.”

The Boar is a muscular humanoid with the bristly head of a warthog, two white tusks curling from either side of his mouth. “When I get outta this,” he snarls in a guttural voice,  “I’m gonna rip yer head off and use it as a toilet—“

“Now, now, Mr. The Boar. No need to get vulgar, there are kiddies watching. You’re one of the strongest vigs ever, aren't you? I heard you even knocked Surpass out, once—yet you can’t break those chains, can you? That’s because they’re made of an enchanted metal called Divinium, which gets stronger the more force you exert against it. Picked it up at a yard sale the White Wizard had last year—I guess wizarding just doesn’t pay what it used to.

“Moving along, we have your wife, Mrs. The Boar. But she prefers to go by her maiden name, Racer. As fast as your hubby is strong, right?”

Racer, an Asian woman with short, dark hair, says, “Let me out of these chains and I’ll show you how fast I can kick your—“

“Yes, we get the picture. As you’ve discovered, you can’t vibrate  your way through those chains either. Really, they were quite the find.

“Third is your son, For Slord. Hmm. Not sure about that name. Sounds like an alien battle-cry, to be honest. For Slord! Intriguing. Tell us more about this Slord—is it a planet? A dimension? A sports franchise?”

“It’s Force-Lord, you creep,” the teenager snarls. “And if these chains weren’t interfering with my powers—“

“You’d turn into a living force-field, fly over here and rip me a new one?”

“You’re damn right!”

“Okay, junior. Hold on tight to your dreams. And last, we have Mr. The Boar’s brother, Mr. Amazing himself.” Mr. Amazing looks grim, but says nothing. “So-called Smartest Guy in The Room, if the Room was the Solar System. No real powers to speak of, but he likes to clone himself and make his duplicates do all the work. Sadly, most of them turned out to be unbulletproof—except that one guy, he was a real problem—and so they’re with us only in spirit. Do clones have spirits? I could do a whole show on that.”

Assassin 8 picks the gun up from the desk. It’s large and looks more like a prop from a science fiction movie than an actual piece of ordinance. “Now, even wrapped in enchanted chains, Mr. The Boar has a very tough hide. I’d make a pigskin joke, but it’s a weak metaphor at best. I mean, ever shoot a football? Me either, but I don’t think it would present much of a challenge.

“Anyway, it’s not the gun that’s important, it’s the ammunition. This baby’s loaded with hyperdensium bullets that can punch through just about anything—especially when they’re being propelled by a handheld electromagnetic railgun. Hmm, I guess the gun’s important after all. So . . .”

Still looking straight at the camera, Assassin 8 points the gun to the side and pulls the trigger. There’s a crack and four wet explosions as the bullet slams through the heads of all four Amazers. They slump against their chains.

Assassin 8 glances to the side. “Ah, shoot. Sorry about that. I was gonna draw it out, do ‘em one at a time, really go for the familial drama and maximum angst. My bad. Sometimes you’re just a victim of your own success, am I right? So I guess that’s a wrap for this episode of The Murderriffic Hour. See you next time, and don’t forget to hit the subscribe button!”

The screen goes blank. 
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CINEMATIC OPENS HIS eyes blearily. The last thing he remembers is leaving a very productive meeting with the head of a media conglomerate, taking the elevator with his personal assistant, Unilass, and Gigaton—he usually travels with just one of his three extensions, since they tend to overshadow his own presence and have problems doing things like fitting in elevators. But one Surpass-killer should be more than enough to deal with any potential threat.

Then blackness. 

And now he appears to be in a cell with Unilass, but minus his bodyguard. He reaches out with his mind, but he can’t feel any of his three bodily extensions—either the cell is shielded, or he’s somewhere out of range. 

But they aren’t the only two people in the cell. There’s a muscular man slumped in a corner, wearing a yellow hard hat, denim overalls over a white t-shirt, and workboots that look brand new. His muscular arms are wrapped around his knees and there’s a blank look on his face. It’s difficult to gauge how old he is; his skin has the smooth perfection of a child’s. Cinematic studies him for a moment with all his enhanced senses—sight, sound, smell—and they confirm his suspicions. This is not a man, it’s an android, and a very sophisticated one at that. 

“Where are we?” Unilass asks groggily.

“Unknown,” Cinematic says. “It seems we’ve been captured, probably by vigs. I expect they’ll interrogate us for information on the Great—“

“Not vigs,” the artificial man in the corner says. “Not vills either. Not exactly.”

“Then who? And who are you?” Cinematic asks.

“My name is Stronghold,” the android says. “I’m supposed to tell you my story.”

Stronghold has Cinematic’s immediate attention. He sits down on the cell’s one bed and leans back. Unilass sits beside him and whispers, “Boss, we need to get out of here—“

“Quiet,” Cinematic says. “I want to hear what he has to say.”

Stronghold takes a deep and entirely unnecessary breath, and begins.
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THE BOY NEVER FIT IN.

He’s diagnosed with X-TOCS at a very early age. Most cases don’t present until puberty or later, but his obsessive behaviour starts before he can even talk. He loves to take things apart and put them back together to see how they work, and demonstrates an instinctive grasp of engineering principles. If he’d been born to a different family, raised under different circumstances, he might have become a world-renowned engineer or scientist—but that isn’t what happens.

He’s raised by his mother, who works as a waitress. His father is a small-time vill called the Architect, also afflicted with Xeno-Triggered Obsessive Syndrome; his obsession is with structures, and he’s driven to commit elaborate heists based on detailed blueprints of buildings, sewers, bridges, and other feats of engineering. But once the robbery is done, he loses interest, and spends any money he makes on equipment or henchmen for the next job. He’s a rare occurrence in the boy’s life, appearing on his birthday or Christmas and regaling him with tales of his latest outlandish accomplishment. To the boy, he’s almost a mythical figure, like Santa Claus or the Easter Bunny, showing off amazing gadgets or telling him stories about blowing up hydroelectric dams to cover a getaway. 

His mother isn’t nearly as impressed. She suffers from bouts of paranoia, and takes the boy out of school when his teachers begin to comment on his odd behaviour, believing vigs are just waiting to pounce on them and take them to prison as accessories. She tells the authorities he’s being home-schooled, but that’s a lie; she leaves him home alone while she works, chained to an eyebolt she’s installed in the floor with a bucket for a toilet. This is out of safety concerns, not cruelty; he’ll take apart anything within reach, including plumbing. He learns to pick the lock by the time he’s seven, and his mother comes home to find the components of every electrical appliance in the house arranged neatly on the living room floor. 

After that, while she works she puts him in a room with no electrical outlets, bolted from the outside. His father’s visits, always infrequent, stop altogether. His only friends are books—she’ll bring him whatever he asks for, usually engineering manuals, medical encyclopedias or physics textbooks from the library. By the time he’s nine, he has a keen understanding of how the physical forces that govern the world work. 

When the boy is ten, everything changes.

He’s lying on his bed, thinking about the mathematical relationship between certain aspects of neurochemisty and Nth-dimensional folded space, when it suddenly occurs to him that it might be possible to access other dimensions simply by thinking about them in a very precise way; an insight that usually takes mystic scholars decades of study and contemplation to achieve. 

And suddenly, he’s someplace else. 

He’s in a white room, lying on a white padded table. He gets up, walks over to the door and tries it; it’s not locked. Outside is a long white corridor, which leads to an atrium, and then outside.

The sky overhead is an ashen grey. The buildings around him vary in size and appearance, but he has the overall impression of being in a large, futuristic city made of glass, white concrete and steel. The only residents seem to be robots, humanoids made of white plastic and gleaming chrome with featureless faces. He quickly discerns they’re all busy doing maintenace work, from cleaning the surfaces of mirrored skyscrapers to trimming the trees planted along the wide, empty streets. 

They take no notice of him until he walks up to one who’s sweeping up leaves and says, “Hello.”

It freezes in place, then turns to face him. “Hello. What are your instructions?”

He consides what to say very carefully. “Are there any other people here?”

“Define ‘here’, please.”

“A ten mile radius.”

“There are no people within a ten mile radius.”

“A hundred mile radius, then.”

“There are no people in a hundred mile radius.”

He thinks for a moment. “Where are the nearest people located?”

“There are no people present within detectable range.”

“Define ‘detectable range’.”

“The surface of this planet, underground to a depth of five miles, and Low Earth Orbit to a height of approximately twelve hundred miles.”

He thinks for another moment, then asks, “Are you programmed to obey the orders of human beings, such as myself?”

“Yes.”

“What happened to all the people?”

“A planetary plague with a ninety-nine point nine percent fatality rate eliminated the vast majority of the human population approximately sixty-seven years ago. The few survivors left have since perished of a variety of causes.”

“Is the plague still present?”

“No. It was designed to only infect humans, and died out with them.”

“Did the robots cause the plague?”

“No. It was a bioweapon employed in a terrorist attack.”

He questions the robot for some time, but he’s already learned the salient facts. He’s the only human inhabitant on a planet full of robots that have three basic functions: maintain the vast mausoleum the world has become; maintain themselves; and wait for someone to come along and give them further instructions.

There’s no shortage of food—they still grow, tend and harvest crops, which are then processed into any number of edible products. Canned goods are stored in vast warehouses, while fresh produce is trucked to supermarkets and displayed until it rots, when it’s taken away to be recycled into fertilizer or fuel. It’s an entire clockwork ecosystem, running endlessly for the benefit of no one. 

No one except him.

He discovers he can jump between this world and his own with a thought, but only returns long enough to gather up his few belongings and leave a note for his mother. It reads: I have gone to a place where I belong. Please don’t worry about me. I love you.

It’s many years before he sets foot on the planet of his birth again. 
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HE EXPLORES THE REACHES of his new home, ferried from place to place by robot-controlled antigravity ships. He discovers that this is indeed an alternate Earth; its continents and geographical features are the same as the planet he came from. He experiments with crossing from one to another, and learns it’s always point-to-point; if he jumps from the middle of a field in Wyoming, he’ll appear in the corresponding place on the other Earth. If he wants to visit Paris, he just has a robot aircraft take him to the Alter-Earth’s Paris, then jumps across the dimensional divide to the other one. And while it isn’t exact, most of the cities on Alter-Earth correspond fairly closely to the ones on his Earth. Even the landmarks are the same: both worlds have Eiffel Towers, Statues of Liberty, Pyramids and Sphinxes. 

He experiments further, and finds he can take objects with him—even large ones. He transports an entire abandoned factory from one world to the other, and back again. It’s easier to swap two things with each other rather than moving one of them alone, and the two things don’t have to be the same; he can swap a robot-driven car for a Chrysler, or vice-versa. But the two things being swapped have to occupy roughly the same place on either world. 

Another person might have considered how to use this for profit—swapping blocks of concrete for gold bullion, or jumping inside a sealed bank vault. But the boy isn’t interested in money; he has an entire world at his disposal, and artificial servants that will do whatever he wants. Alter-Earth is more advanced, too, with many technological wonders. It’s the perfect place to, say, launch an invasion from. 

But the boy isn’t interested in conquering worlds, either.

One of the things his father used to talk about was the need for a base of operations. Most vills operated out of old warehouses or abandoned factories; a
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