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THE EARTH IS SPLIT from pole to pole—right through 107th West Meridian, 73rd East Meridian—by what scientists started out calling an anomalous, impervious presentation of unknown origins. That being such a mouthful, it soon segued to the Great Barrier, then ‘that son-a-va &^%$%^ frickin’ wall’ and more. Finally, us normal folk got tired of the pretentiousness and the colorful swearing— other than, one supposes, the aforementioned scientific types and those people who simply enjoy swearing. So as a general consensus, we mostly started to just go with the Rift. Easy, flows off the tongue, and is the best description we have so far for whatever the thing is. The current semi-accepted-until-something-better-comes-along scientific hypothesis is that the Rift is composed of layered slices of various multiverses, all smooshed up against each other like a chunk of pre-sliced bread, and in a similar fashion to how the two sides of the Rift are smooshed up against the Earth. 

The width of the Rift varies, depending on who knows what. We do know the Rift extends infinitely up and down and, at least as far as we can tell with our instruments, out into space. That same hypothesis suggests that it meets in the center of the earth too. Imagine it this way: a ball sliced in half with a giant cleaver—only that cleaver not only stays in place but extends infinitely in all possible directions. In other words: Can’t fly over it; can’t tunnel under it. We know for sure that no radio waves nor any other kind of current communication methods can penetrate it. 

Bottom line it: communications, contact and trade between the two halves of Earth suddenly became impossible in a flash of an instant.  At least communications and contact were impossible right at the beginning, when the Rift first appeared.

Cue the distress, the apocalyptic hissy-fits, the doomsday-is-nigh folks. But humans can only stay at that extreme height of emotion for just so long before some of us—not a whole lot, but some—finally calm our asses down and start to think. 

Yes. Some people actually think. I know that may be a shock to you. Deal with it.

When the actual thinking began was when humanity, as humanity so often does, found itself a way to access the Rift. And, once accessed, to it to our advantage, or at least to the advantage of a few. A couple of folks here and there thought, “Huh. Wonder if we can walk into that bright, shiny mass of coalescent mystery? You know, without dying and all? Guess we oughta give ‘er a shot and see.”

So some of those brave—or stupid—enough tried entering the Rift and found they could pass through the not-so-impervious barrier. And they discovered they weren’t in Kansas anymore, not by a long shot. Instead, they were in an entirely different world than our own. 

Some of them ran screaming back out the way they came in. A few looked around, took notes, and kept walking. To find themselves in another world: different flora and fauna, different setting, different everything. Some more of them returned, but a few kept going. Into the next world. And the next. And the next. They found their journey was relatively easy, uncomfortably conjoined with dangerous as hell. Lots of them never returned. Those who did weren’t always the same as when they left. Some were very much the worse for wear. But some of the ones who came back had left markers behind them, showing a safe—well, safe-ish—path for the next traveler. 

But they also came back showing nasty wounds and babbling about giant monsters and dinosaurs and creatures from a double dozen nightmares. 

That tended to have a dampening effect on future exploration.

Until the Rift Truck was designed. 

This is how that started: some brave pioneers still wanted to enter the Rift. But they decidedly did not want to come back scarred, damaged and babbling of monsters. So, after much experimentation, they found out that nuclear-powered, heavily armored, artificially intelligent Rift Trucks could enter the Rift and, what was even more exciting, go through the Rift. Through, out the other side, and to the half of the Earth that had been cut off by the Rift originally. 

We can’t go over or under or around the Rift, but we can drive right through the sucker—well, through the individual slices of the sucker. Only a brave few will drive the trucks, risking lives and sanity for the good—and let’s admit it up front, the greed—of all mankind. Well, some of mankind anyways. 

Then: the unthinkable happens...cue the ominous music with a deep, somber and intense duh duh duuuuuh...
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“Buc!”

<I thought you might want to know. My power levels are at seventeen-point-three percent. And dropping.> Buc said calmly. 

Buc’s always calm; often—make that usually—snarky but always calm. Usually his voice calms me down too, but not when we were being chased by a big-ass lizard that looked like a lean, mean T-Rex with extra legs and dinner on its mind, and me and Buc designated as the main course. The lean lizard loped after us at a fast sprint. It seemed the Rexes in this ‘verse weren’t the husky, lumbering ones like the ones that lived originally in our past. This one looked like he’d been training for a triathlon and had been really concentrating on laying off the carbs. 

Normally, running away from things that want to eat us was nothing Buc and I couldn’t handle. All in a day’s work, you might even say. But the ground was rough and rocky, we were surrounded by high, sticky ferns that slapped some kind of greasy stuff all over Buc’s windscreen and, what was way, way worse, we’d lost contact with the closest pathway marker. 

Losing a marker is always every trucker’s worst nightmare. In all possible and conceivable snafu scenarios, losing the marker beacon was far more critical than being chased by a hungry predator. Though, I admit, both at the same time was even worse. 

Buc crested a short rise and headed down an uncomfortably steep incline. I slammed the steering post sideways when I saw a rock the size of a cargo pod jutting up through ten-meter waving fronds. Insects—well, some kind of flying creatures with too many legs, most of them as big as my hand—danced through the fronds. We slid past the rock with millimeters to spare. Or so I thought, until I heard the squeal of rock against metal. 

Buc was going to have to get him a new paint job when we got back.

If we got back.

<Note,> Buc said, sounding as relaxed as if he was already at a truck stop getting his undercarriage steam cleaned, <I have acquired the next beacon marker. Not that I’m surprised. Signal weak and intermittent but growing stronger. Approximately two hundred meters due south.>

I tore my eyes from the windscreen and took a quick look at the compass on Buc’s dashboard. I swerved a bit to my right, corrected a little, then slammed Buc into overdrive. The lovely, beautiful orange light that indicated the marker got brighter and a welcome beep beep began to sound. Fast, but not fast enough or loud enough to suit me. Particularly when we were being chased by an apex predator that massed as much as Buc’s cab. 

A shudder went through Buc, almost enough to shake me from my seat if I hadn’t been strapped in by lap and chest and across my thighs. Buc slowed an iota and my heart sped up to compensate. Then he slowed some more and I found it suddenly hard to breathe. I stomped down on the pedal and prayed that the seventeen percent would handle the surge in speed for at least long enough for us to reach the beacon and, past it, the portal into our own lovely Earth. Or at least someone’s Earth, hopefully sans hungry dinosaurs. 

A stronger shudder flowed through Buc. My seatbelts cut into me as I slammed forward. 

Then I heard a scream behind me. I glanced in the rearview screen and saw the big-ass T-Rex, its mouth open, blood pouring out and shattered teeth raining onto the ground.

“Hah!” I yelled, bouncing as much as I could manage while strapped securely down. “That’ll show him not to mess with us, huh, Buc?”

<We are often un-mess-able, true. Power levels at sixteen-point-three percent,> Buc said calmly.

“Yeah, yeah,” I said, allowing myself to relax a little. “Let’s just find the beacon, hit the path and get home, okay?”

Buc surged forward and the beep beep from the pathway marker got stronger as the beeps got closer together.

We drove out of the Rift portal and bumped onto the gloriously calm, totally dinosaur-free, thoroughly potholed and rust-speckled ten-lane grand panjandrum that is New Hwy 666, clearly marked with equally holed-and-rusted signs. I was exhausted after the Rift-trek from hell that Buc and I had just completed—the T-Rex had just been dessert after an extended smorgasbord—so of course we immediately had to dodge a still-smoking heap of debris. 

“Crap!” I yelled.

<Noted,> Buc said coldly. 

He doesn’t like me talking like that. Bit of a prude is my Buc.

Buc took over the steering, jagged and swerved to avoid the mess. I swore under my breath—Buc knows I hate it when the steering is no longer in my hands, even though I realized he’s better at it than I am. Still, though. Creepy.

The smoky remains were spread over the three left lanes, looking pretty recent. Since the clean-up crews hadn’t got to the wreck yet, it clearly couldn’t have happened long ago. I slowed down to see if I could decipher any of the markings on the remains and see if it belonged to anyone I knew. Luckily, I didn’t recognize the designation. It’s always a bummer to see someone you might have shared a pot of tea with on one side of the Rift end up as roadkill on the trip through or, even worse, on the other side. You know, the side where we’re back home and us drivers feel like we can relax a little and be safe. Some drivers relax a little early, I guess. But it can really ruin your day when you see a wreck like that, believe me.

I complimented Bucephalus on his snappy reaction time—it’s always a good idea to stay on the right side of the AI who’d in joint control of your truck. I’ve found that out from uncomfortable experience, believe me. Buc can hold a grudge with the best of ‘em. He immediately relinquished control as I swerved past the wreck and put it behind us.

Buc’s outside temp display read 2.77C, so I knew I was gonna need my parka when we got through decontamination protocol at the truck stop. I was glad it was cool on this side. Our last few kilometers inside the Rift had been in a hot, swampy, heavily oxygenated world—hence, I had to assume, the dinosaur looking to have us for lunch. Buc’s air-con had come as close as it ever gets to overheating and I needed a shower, bad. I was looking forward to getting his power levels topped off and get some other general maintenance, not to mention see what damage that rock had done to his paint job. Luckily, the team at New Mexico Stop Delta was top-notch, as we both knew from long experience. Plus, their diner had the best chef who made the best spinach-and-mushroom omelets, so yay me for picking a good site to emerge.

Yeah, like I even had a choice. Like anyone ever has a choice. Destination is a null word when you’re traveling through the Rift. You enter on one side, you follow the pathway markers, and—if you’re lucky and don’t get lost or crash into something or get eaten—you come out the other side. Somewhere or other on the other side. You never know the exact and precise spot where you might come out, which is an oddness that all the big brains are still discussing. Still, one thing about it, the exit spots seem to be relatively fixed regardless of the Rift paths we end up on, meaning we’re pretty much going to come out at one of them. So far anyway. In my experience, every truck I knew about had managed to exit at a designated location, at the very least, hence the truck stops. But you can never quite tell with certainty exactly which exit spot you’re gonna come out on, regardless of which pathway you take. Nothing stays the same inside the Rift.

That’s the fun part.

And the dangerous and deadly part.

I whirled Buc’s steering a little to the left, just to show him I was paying attention. Ahead, I could see the lights of New Mexico Stop Delta beaming a welcome into the inky black, star-speckled sky, so I kicked Buc into high gear, even though his power levels were dangerously low. I was eager for a hot meal, a hotter shower, and a twelve-hour nap. This run had been no cake walk, believe me. Not that any of them ever are. Those dinosaurs in the last section had been way smarter than I’d ever seen before. It seemed to me like, in that particular piece of the Rift, the dino-development had kicked into high gear. Maybe that particular world never saw the big meteor hit.

Maybe not. How would I ever know?

I glanced at the chrono on the dash: 0340 local time. I allowed myself a yawn and a bit of a drool over the thought of a hot omelet, a pile of toast, endless pots of tea and a soft bed shortly thereafter.

<No doubt you are planning your next massive meal. You should consider that my fuel reserves are at twelve percent> Buc reported, and I was pretty sure I could detect more than a bit of complaint in his tone. One could almost call his tone snippy. Even grumpy. 

“Roger that,” I snapped. “It’s not like I planned all the detours, Buc, or getting thrown off course and losing that last beacon signal. But outrunning that dino was necessary, as I think even you’ll have to agree.”

Buc stayed silent in that pointed way at which he’s a master. AI systems can be so judgmental sometimes, can’t they?

Ten minutes later, I wheeled into New Mexico Stop Delta and pulled up to the first available decontamination station. Delta had a dozen and I could see they were building more off in the distance. Being as early in the morning as it was, me and Buc looked like their only customers, though the joint would be jumping soon. 

I eased Buc slowly forward through the row of antiseptic-antibiotic-anti-other-bad-and-dangerous
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