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      “Hop in, mate.”

      I double-checked the app. My driver was supposedly “Edward” in a white Camry. His photo matched, but if the car had ever been white, it wasn’t now. Down the passenger side trailed what looked like giant claw marks.

      “Seriously?”

      “Just superficial. Tom, is it?”

      It seemed wrong to send him packing, and besides, that would hurt my ranking.

      The interior of the car was little better than the exterior, smelling of molten plastic and covered in what looked suspiciously like ash.

      “Forgive the mess, mate. Been a bad day.”

      Edward looked oddly familiar, but I couldn’t place him. He was bearded, weathered, and dressed in camo gear.

      “Cosplay?” I ventured. Fury Road, perhaps.

      Edward grinned. He was missing a tooth. “I know what that is. Drove a bunch home from Comic-Con last month. They were a riot.”

      We pulled away from the curb, the screen on Edward’s app guiding him through the suburban streets, heading for the city. His phone was a model I didn’t recognize, with a crack right across its face.

      “You haven’t figured it out yet,” Edward said, looking at me sideways as he drove.

      “If it’s not cosplay, you’ve had a really bad day.”

      “A bad life, mate,” he said. “But that’s not what I’m talking about. Where you’ve seen me before.”

      I turned to face him front on. “How… ?”

      “You’ll know how when you know why. As to the car… well, people like me, we come from the edges, where it’s thin. Reality, I mean. Some of us go back and forth, world to world. It’s not as hard as you think…”

      He took a corner and I took a hard look at him. Edward seemed the kind of guy who might catch, kill, and clean an animal with his bare hands but wouldn’t waste time burdening a stranger with his brand of crazy.

      “You’re having me on.”

      “Nah. You’ll see us everywhere, now you know to look. Beggars. Streetwalkers. Lunatics. Survivalists. All types.”

      “Doing… what?”

      “Well, I’m one of the lucky ones. Got a car, so I can work. Plenty less fortunate…”

      He shrugged expressively, and I decided to play along.

      “That would explain missing people. They go too close to the edges and… what, fall off?”

      “More like stepping through honey. Yeah, I guess it might explain a few. But the traffic is mainly one way. Believe me, no one would willingly go where I come from. It’s the same for most. If you’re not careful, you end up in one of the really shithouse universes.”

      I thought of our collapsing environment and recent political troubles. “This isn’t one of them?”

      “Land of milk and honey! And doesn’t the government know it, calling us freeloaders, job-stealers, terrorists, whatever. But the way we see it, you need us just as much as we need you. Those of us with families and friends back home are desperate. We’ll do anything.”

      Right, I thought. Activism plus a captive audience of one. Cute. Better than passing the time chatting about kids that might be imaginary, or in obstinate silence, I guessed.

      “I don’t want to argue with you,” I said, “but what about disease? Isn’t that a concern?”

      “Yeah, well, there have been some fuck-ups. Would you personally slam the door on a parallel Earth full of people dying from AIDS, though? When the bug’s probably going to leak through anyway? When the cure might be over here in your science—or in your genes? The smart fellow’s share is on every dish, as my Daddo used to say.”

      If he was trying to get a reaction, he succeeded.

      “What did you say?”

      “You heard me.”

      “That proverb… my grandfather used to say it, too.”

      “And you couldn’t say ‘daideó’ either, could you? So you called him Daddo instead. Weird, huh?”

      I looked at him again, and this time really looked at him, through the beard, and the tan, and the scars…

      “It’s impossible. The app says ‘Edward’.”

      “Fake ID, mate, or else I’d be out on my ear.”

      “But you’re…”

      “You, yes.”

      “From a…”

      “Parallel world. Saw our name and face pop up in the app and I thought, why not?”

      “You’re not going to…”

      “Kill you and take over your life? Hardly worth the bother. I’d inevitably slip up, and then I’d be in a whole world of trouble. And in return, you won’t turn me in?”

      “No, of course I won’t.” That would be impossible, morally and practically. I had deadlines to meet, and the process of calling the dogs on one’s hard-done-by twin would undoubtedly take more than a phone call to immigration.

      “What… happened? I mean, how did you… I… become you?”

      Edward-the-alternate-Tom waved philosophically with his left hand, a gesture I too made when words were inadequate. “Hot war in the Middle East, 1986. Nasty. We don’t think about it much anymore. Got bigger things to worry about.”

      “Is there anything I can do?”

      “You’ll figure it out. Oh hey, we’re here. Nice joint.”

      The car pulled to a halt. Work’s façade seemed particularly hollow this morning as I considered the lot of my other self and people like him. If my reality really wasn’t as terrible here as everyone seemed to think, I swore to be more appreciative, and kinder to those less fortunate.

      “It’s been… something,” I said, holding out my hand.

      “You said it, mate. Take it easy.”

      The battered old Camry drove off up the street, and I remembered my question. My obligation.

      I reached into my pocket and pulled out my phone. There was his face—my face, old before its time—under the Ride Complete banner.

      I tapped the screen.

      Five stars.
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        Being a dialogue between two hemispheres of the author’s brain that is neither uncommon nor blessed with a happy outcome

      

      

      Wow.

      Best. Dream. Ever.

      Are you getting it down?

      It practically writes itself! Beloved literary hero in an adventure leaping between epochs instead of bedrooms…

      Don’t forget the bit where Tom vanishes from Molly’s arms and lands naked on the Western front. That’s hot.

      … a picaresque bildungsroman the like of which has never been seen…

      Time travel with titillation is what it is.

      Don’t be vulgar.

      He jumps a century every time he comes. It’s so vulgar it’s brilliant!

      It’s a metaphor for generational memory and youth’s misspent passions, taking the grandest themes of Fielding and Wells and—

      Mashing them together in a story that made you sweaty. Don’t deny it. I was there.

      Yes, but that’s not the point—

      We want it to sell, don’t we? That is the point.

      We still want it to be about something! Something more than the crap you’re always filling our head with.

      Here we go. You always look down on the stories I like. So what if they sometimes have spaceships in them! Not my fault if all you see in them is giant space cigars.

      Everything’s a metaphor—

      For what? The overreach of the Jacobite Revolution? Yeah, sure. This is just like the time you convinced me that teleporters deconstruct contemporary notions of identity and embodiment.

      They do, and I still maintain we had a perfectly good story until you added all that violence. Attract the male audience, you said. Help it sell, you said. And did it?

      No, but—

      Exactly. We’re never going to sell anything at the rate we’re going.

      Not if you keep sucking the life out of every idea we ever have.

      Not if you keep dragging everything down into the gutter.

      Philistine.

      Ignoramus.

      God, this is exhausting.

      The argument or because it’s three in the morning and we drank too much tequila again?

      We take the fifth.

      Ha. Let’s sleep on it, then, see what we’ve got in the morning. Maybe this time we’ll figure it out.

      Deal. Goodnight.

      Sweet dreams.

      Seriously?
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      In the gutted supermarket we have been using as a temporary shelter I catch Valerie wiping at her cheeks.

      “Is that… ?”

      “Nothing,” she says, guiltily.

      But it is too late. I pull away from her and slip my gun from its holster with terrible ease.

      “Wait.” She backs up against a shelf that once held tinned food, making it rattle.

      

      I joined her a month ago, finding strength and sanity in the company of another woman. We understand what happened better than men do, I think. But recently, I’ve caught her sneaking out at night in the hope of finding… hope, I guess. Signs of recovery among the herds of weakening ill, resistance in the next generation, I don’t know. I admire her even as I despair at her recklessness. Hasn’t the mothering instinct gotten enough people killed already? Has Valerie forgotten that the virus hides in the most innocent and tragic of places, unsuspected by anyone until far too late?

      “I honestly thought it was called the Reaping,” she said when we first met. “My preacher had a speech impediment.”

      When I close my eyes I see my ten-year-old boy, tears streaming down his cheeks, as the thing he has become rips at my face in order to get at the pituitary gland he so badly craves.

      “Can’t we grieve?” Valerie says now. “Even after all we’ve been through?”

      I thought she understood.

      “You can grieve all you want. Just don’t cry about it.”

      It’s the one rule left, since the Weeping.

      I shoot Valerie between the eyes to make absolutely sure.
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