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In grateful memory of Alan Kubik
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CHAPTER ONE
 
 
THIS IS WHAT I see when my eyes are closed.
A setting sun casting its golden light over Mission Bay. 
A campfire crackling inside a circle of stone on the beach.
A sailboat gliding across the water on its way to who knows where.
And the first twinkle of starlight fighting through the not quite night sky.
This is what I feel.
The sand under me, still warm from the fading day.
My girlfriend Iffy, leaning against my side, her head on my shoulder.
My sister Ellie, sitting close enough that her nearness is as real as a touch. 
And my heart, full as it could ever be, of love and contentment and peace.
But then, as always, my eyes must open again. And this perfect moment—a moment that has yet to be/may never be/must be—returns to its box in my mind.
WAKE UP.



CHAPTER TWO
 
 
AS IT HAS every morning since I’ve been here, the clanging of the bell outside my cell rips me from my sleep. 
Around me I hear Jovan and my other five cellmates stir in their bunks and start the process of getting up. I’m not ready for the night to end, though. I turn away from the door and squeeze my eyes shut in hopes of bringing Iffy and Ellie back. 
But it’s not to be. The overhead lights flicker on, bathing the room in a harsh blue glare that bleeds through my eyelids. A moment later, Jovan shoves me in the back. 
“Up,” he mutters. Not in English, of course, but old Latin. We discovered in the first few days after we met that it’s a language in which we both know a few words.
English as I know it has never existed in this version of the world. My best guess is that Jovan’s language is a mix of a dozen or more tongues from Asia and Arabia and Europe. Because of the mangled way it sounds, I’ve dubbed it Mushian, though Mushish was in the running for a while. The historian in me would love to unravel how it developed, while the practical side of me knows the information would be useless. I don’t need to waste time learning the history. The words that will help me survive are the only things worth learning, something I’ve only just begun.
I hold my position for a moment longer, Iffy’s face a ghost in front of my closed eyes, and then, before Jovan can shove me again, I climb out of bed.
As best as I can guess, I’ve been in this world for a bit more than a month. What I know for sure is I’ve been in this cell for twenty-seven days. I keep track by scratching small lines on the frame of the bed. Where it gets sketchy is the period of time before I was brought here. I was kept in a dark cell where I was unable to determine how many days passed. I also don’t know how long I was unconscious after the soldiers found me in the field where Lidia died. My estimate can’t be too far off, though, because the cut on my hand from Lidia’s knife when we fought—before I killed her—is still tender to the touch.
Lidia. 
The self-proclaimed goddess of destruction I chased through time, unable to do more than watch as she wreaked havoc on whatever point in history she chose. It wasn’t until we arrived here, in a very different, very changed twenty-first century from the one I’d left, that I was finally able to get the upper hand. But all that damage she created is still out there, and nothing will be the same until I repair it. A task my current situation is not helping. 
I’m sure the prison I’m in has a name, but if anyone has told me what it is, I haven’t understood it. It’s another unnecessary detail, though. The only things that matter are the obstacles to my freedom—high walls of thick stone surrounding the facility, and the armed guards who control our every move. 
All prisoners wear jumpsuits. Most, like mine, are red. A few are decked out in bright blue, and a handful in yellow. I don’t know for sure what the colors mean but it’s easy enough to guess. Red is general population, blue is worn by the prisoners who seem to have earned a favored place with the guards, and yellow denotes troublemakers. The blue and the red mix freely, while those in yellow are kept apart from us and watched over by their own set of guards. 
I pull on my jumpsuit and take my place in line by the bunks, a few moments before Morning Inspector enters. I don’t know what his real title is. That’s just my name for him. He hasn’t missed a day since I’ve been here. I guess the guards, like the prisoners, don’t get time off. He does, however, have a counterpart who visits us in the evenings, but that guy seems to be only going through the paces, while I get the sense Morning Inspector relishes his job.
He usually takes a moment to scan the room, after which he walks down the line of prisoners, glaring at each of us before ordering us into the hallway. This morning, though, he stops in front of me and sneers.
I tense. This is the first time he’s ever done this. When he speaks, the only word I recognize is their version of you. I learned that one early on, after not responding to it resulted in the butt of a rifle slamming into my stomach. 
His other words have no meaning, but he knows this. All the guards and all the prisoners know this. I’m the curiosity, the foreigner who speaks a language no one else does. The guards take pleasure in berating me with what I assume are insults, while the other prisoners mostly just avoid me.
Jovan is the exception. He is as close to a friend as I have here and has taken on the role of steering me away from trouble. When possible, that is.
The inspector says something that sounds like a question and continues staring at me.
When it becomes clear he’s waiting for a response, I use one of the few phrases Jovan has taught me. “Apologies, sir. No understand.” At least, I think that’s what it means. What it sounds like is a garbled mess. 
When the inspector howls in laughter, the other guards and even a few of my cellmates join in. I’m guessing my pronunciation isn’t the best. That’s okay. They can have their fun. They need to enjoy life while they can because they’ll all vanish the instant I fix what Lidia did to the timeline. Which is exactly what I’ll do when I figure out how to get out of here and find my chaser—my time traveling device. 
When the inspector finally stops chuckling, he orders us out of the room. None the wiser as to why he singled me out, I march down the hall with my cellmates and join the line of other prisoners heading to the cafeteria.
We are allotted twenty minutes for meals. The time frame includes however long it takes to shuffle through the line and find someplace to sit. If you are at the end of the line, you start eating the moment the food is put on your tray or you’ll go hungry.
The second our time runs out, a bell similar to the one near my cell rings and everyone immediately stops eating and stands up. Another ring and we make our way to the specific doorway that leads to our work assignment and join yet another line. When everyone is in place, a third clang sends us on our way.
My job is in the metal shop where inmates make things like brackets and braces for uses I have not even tried to figure out. My job is to wheel a bin around the room and collect scrap I then take to the furnace room, where it’s all melted down to be used again. At least I don’t have to stoke the fires. That seems like a truly miserable job.
Jovan also works in the shop, though his is one of the craftsman jobs, meaning he gets to sit all day at a machine. In his case, it’s one that bends metal into whatever shape is needed.
The best part of working in the shop is that we cross the open yard to get there. Since we’re kept indoors most of the time, everyone, guards included, takes a deep breath as we step into the fresh air. What I love about these few moments is seeing the sky. It doesn’t matter if it’s clear or cloudy, it’s the only thing that’s the same in all three of the timelines in which I’ve lived. And for a moment, however brief, I can pretend I’m home with Iffy and Ellie. That I’m free and this madness is behind me.
There are four guards standing outside the door to the metal shop when we arrive. They seem disinterested in our little parade until it’s my turn to enter the building.
“You,” one of them says, pointing at me.
When I stop, Jovan bumps into me from behind. 
The guard says something, and the few prisoners behind Jovan circle around us and go inside. Jovan hesitates, but a bark from the guard gets him moving. 
The look in his eyes is one of concern as he passes me. I share his sentiment.
The guards who escorted us from the cafeteria follow my friend inside and pull the door shut, leaving me alone with the four others. 
The main guard says something to me again and I give him my no understand line. There’s no laughter this time. Instead, the man nods in my direction and two of his associates grab my arms. They guide me around the shop and into a building I’ve never been inside at the far corner of the yard.
We enter a square room about twice the size of my cell. The wall to my right appears to be made entirely of thick glass or clear plastic, and through it I can see another room where several guards sit, looking at video monitors that show images from around the prison.
My new companions yank me through another door into a long, empty hallway. Our footsteps echo off the tiled floor as we pass several closed doors. Finally we stop at one that looks no different from the others. The main guard taps on it twice and takes a step back. 
The door opens almost immediately, revealing a uniformed woman. I recognize her right away. She was in the examining room where I woke up after I passed out in the field next to Lidia’s body. She is also the person who had me taken to the dark cell I was in before I was transferred here.
Her humorless, almost accusatory expression hasn’t changed. She motions for me to enter and says something to my guards. As soon as I pass inside, she shuts the door.
The woman says something to me and points toward the table in the center of the room, where three other people—two men and another woman—sit on the side facing us. I walk over and take one of the two empty chairs on my side. The uniformed woman lowers into the seat next to me and speaks for a few moments to her associates.
The man in the center is the oldest person in the room, in his seventies at least. His silver hair is flecked with black, and the skin on his face is pulled unnaturally tight, giving him a perpetually toothless grin. To his right is the other man, younger but not by much. His hair is mostly gone, though a rim of gray hugs the back of his head from ear to ear. 
The woman to the older man’s left is much younger. If she is forty, I would be surprised. Her dark hair is pulled back into a bun that sits at the base of her skull. Unlike the woman beside me, she and her male companions are not in uniforms, but wear sharp, business-looking attire.
When the uniformed woman stops speaking, the man in the center says to me, “Salve.”
For a second I pass it off as another bit of Mushian, but then I realize I understand what he said. He’s greeting me in Latin, albeit not pronouncing the word in the way I would have.
“Salve,” I repeat.
“My regrets,” he continues in Latin. “I do not…speak the old…words…well.”
“Nor I,” I tell him.
He touches his chest and says, “Reynosa Willmon.” He gestures to the other man. “Zhao Braden.” He turns to the female. “Dumont Elaine.”
Interesting. He seems to be using the naming convention that’s prevalent in parts of the Asian regions of Iffy’s and my realities—surname first. While both men look to have some Asian heritage—Reynosa more so than Zhao—the woman looks more like what I’d call Mediterranean.
The man nods at the uniformed woman. “You know already—” he says a word I don’t understand and then stops and thinks for a moment. “Dux Shim.” 
I nod, confirming I know who she is. Her rank, though, is a surprise. Dux is a Latin term referring to a general in the Roman army, if I remember correctly. She is considerably higher placed than I assumed.
The man says something else in Latin but I pick up only a few words.
“No understand,” I say.
He repeats it, but I still don’t get it.
His frown makes me think he’s wondering whether or not I’m faking it.
Zhao whispers something to him. Reynosa then pulls what looks like a briefcase onto his lap, removes a large photograph, and sets it on the table. Touching it, he says, “What is it?”
For several seconds I forget to breathe. The picture is of the chaser Lidia used to rewrite history. The only chaser in existence anymore, since the one I had was destroyed before we reached this place. So this is my chaser now. 
Beside it is the prototype charger Iffy’s friend RJ made.
Even if I knew the right words to respond, I wouldn’t. 
I study the image. The chaser is open but the screen is dark. That’s not a total surprise. I propped it open with one of the cords from the charger, intending to rekey the device to recognize me as soon as I had the strength. If I’d let it close first, I would likely not be able to open it again without damaging it. 
I don’t even realize I’ve picked up the picture until Reynosa plucks it out of my hand and sets it back on the table.
He taps on the chaser and repeats, “What is it?”
“No understand.”
He narrows his eyes. “You understand. Tell us. Now.”
I lean back from the table and cross my arms over my chest. “No understand.”
Reynosa opens his mouth to speak again, but Dumont puts a hand on his arm and whispers something. Reynosa glares at me for a moment before giving her a nod. 
After setting her own briefcase on the table, Dumont removes a rectangular box about the size of two stacked smartphones, and from this she pulls out a set of cards. She lays each card on the table, face up. No two display the same image. There are animals, a tall building, a house, and a vehicle that must be their version of a car. There are symbols, too, some that look vaguely familiar, and some that are completely foreign to me. 
When all the cards are out, she touches one showing a map of North America, points at me, and raises an eyebrow. It doesn’t take a genius to know she’s trying to figure out where I’m from, but I keep my arms folded and my mouth closed.
She moves her finger to the Europe card, and when I still don’t answer, she does the same with Asia, and then Africa, and Australia, and finally South America. 
Reynosa slams a hand down on the table and shouts, “Which one is your home?”
I take a moment before saying, “None of them.”
While this does nothing to quell his anger, it has provoked a curious look from Dumont, which, in addition to confirming she also understands some Latin, makes me feel uncomfortable. 
Before I have a chance to decipher why, Reynosa yells at me in Mushian. When he pauses for me to respond, Dumont whispers to him. He looks confused and then annoyed. To cover his embarrassment, he looks at Shim and says something that sounds like an order.
She shoots to her feet and grabs my arm. Dumont says something to Reynosa that sounds like a plea, but the old man dismisses her with a wave of his hand. 
In what looks like desperation, she glances at her cards, puts her fingers on one, and looks at me as I’m being lifted to my feet. Once she knows she has my attention, she looks back at the table.
I follow her gaze to the card her fingers are tapping on.
It’s an image of a clock.
As my lips part in surprise, I catch a glimmer of excitement in her eyes. 
No, I tell myself. I’m overthinking.

The clock could mean anything, such as she’ll make sure they come back at a later time. That must be it. Her excitement is just a reaction to the fact I understood her. There’s no way she knows the chaser’s true nature.
Right?
Right?



CHAPTER THREE
 
 
FOR THREE WEEKS I stand in the morning line, wondering when I’ll be pulled out again and taken to the building at the far end of the compound. But my routine remains undisturbed, and I begin to think my visitors are not coming back.
On the twenty-fifth day, they do. But this time the only people in the room are Dumont Elaine and the stone-faced Dux Shim. I take the chair across from Dumont while Shim remains standing behind me.
“Salve” Dumont says.
“Salve,” I reply.
She points at herself. “Latin not good.”
I smile and tap my own chest. “Latin not good.”
Her return grin catches me off guard. However small, it’s the first sign of friendliness I’ve received from any authority figure since I arrived in this world. 
She sets her bag on the table and pulls out her deck of cards. She also removes a photograph of my chaser, smaller than the image I was shown last time, and places it on the tabletop between us. She looks through the deck, selects a few cards, and sets the remainder to the side.
She lays the first card next to the picture of the chaser. It’s the clock again.
“Tempus,” she says, touching it.
Tempus, time. Not specifically clock. It could mean nothing. Perhaps she doesn’t know the Latin word for clock. I certainly can’t remember it, but of course she would have had the benefit of being able to look it up before she came here.
Slow down. Don’t read too much into it.
She moves her finger from the card to the photograph, says “Tempus,” and looks at me expectantly.
My mouth has turned so dry, I’m not sure I can respond even if I want to. And I do not want to.
From behind me, Shim says something that sounds dismissive. Dumont’s response sounds curt to my ears.
She looks back at me, then flicks a glance at Shim. “No understand Latin.”
Why would Dumont tell me that? Is she trying to put me at ease so I’ll tell her what the chaser is? She appears to be speaking truly but how can I gauge that? I don’t know this culture. I don’t know this woman.
I can, however, test if she’s right about Shim. 
“Ipsa piger canis,” I say. 
It is an insult I saw in a book on Latin when I was younger, though I’m not sure I’ve said it correctly. Still, the point should get across, and if I’ve judged Shim’s character correctly, she’s not one who will tolerate being called a lazy dog.
Dumont is trying to work out the meaning of my words. A few seconds later she chuckles, and I know she’s figured it out. Behind me, Shim hasn’t moved. Either Dumont is telling the truth, or Shim’s knowledge of Latin doesn’t extend to domesticated animals.
Dumont points at the clock card and the chaser again. “Tempus.”
Just because she’s using the word doesn’t mean she’s making the colossal leap that the box is a time-travel device. In fact, I see now she’s specifically pointing at the display screen that, when activated, shows the time and date. This eases my conscience enough that I decide there’s no reason not to confirm this.
“Ita,” I say.
She points at the box on the chaser where the location number of the destination is input. “Quid est?”
Now is my chance to guide her away from the device’s true nature. “It’s a calculator,” I say in English. “For advanced math problems.”
As expected, she looks at me, confused. 
I pretend to try puzzling out the correct word before saying in Latin, “Do not know how to say.”
“Try. Please.”
Again, I act like I’m thinking about it. After several seconds, I pantomime writing on something. 
She jams her hand into her bag and pulls out a pen and some paper.
Before she can give them to me, though, Shim steps over and snatches the pen out of Dumont’s hand. She is clearly not happy with the idea of me having something she considers a potential weapon. 
The two women talk for several moments. When they finish, Shim reluctantly gives the pen to me, with a stern warning I take to mean she’ll break my neck if I look like I’m using it for anything but its intended purpose. 
I write out a simple mathematical formula: 2 + 3 = 5. But when Dumont reads it, she looks confused again. 
Of course. I’m an idiot. I’m forgetting about the history I studied while training to be a rewinder. The change to this timeline came in the thirteenth century. The Arabic numerals I grew up knowing had been a work in progress prior to the Mongols’ rise to power. I also have a feeling the mathematical symbols I used had not been developed then and are likely completely different here. 
To test my theory, I write out 1 through 9 and ask her if she knows what each number is. She recognizes some but not all. I put dots next to each, the number of dots equaling its representation. She gets it now. I then write down several simple formulas. The mathematical symbols are unfamiliar to her but she quickly picks up on what I’ve done. Something is still bothering her, though. 
She touches the answer to the formula. “Quid est?”
I’ve been hoping my calculator ruse would take hold but she’s seen through that. She obviously wants to know how the box uses that answer.
I point at the numbers in the calculation, like I’m not sure she understood how the math works. 
She shakes her head and taps the answer again. “What…now?”
Again, I pretend not to understand. 
As she starts to repeat her question, the door opens. A guard I recognize as one of the supervisors sticks his head in and says something that gives me the impression Dumont’s time with me is ending. Whatever it is that Dumont tells him is enough to get him to leave for now. 
She reaches into her bag and pulls out a second picture, which she sets on the table. The focus of this shot is RJ’s charger. She waves her finger back and forth between the two photographs, obviously wanting to know if the two devices are meant to work together.
The only reason they haven’t figured that out yet is, the charger’s connector doesn’t fit perfectly. RJ has/had promised/may never promise to fashion a better version next time. If the prototype’s connector is propped up just right, it’ll stay in place and juice will flow from the solar-charged battery into the chaser. If not, the connector will fall out.
“No. Different.” I point at the picture of the charger. “For, um…” I hold a hand next to my head and pretend to talk. I’ve seen guards use communication devices somewhat similar to the cell phones in Iffy’s world, so I’m confident my gesture will be understood.
Dumont’s eyes widen, and she points at the hand I’m using to hold the imaginary phone. “Ubi est?” she asks, wanting to know where it is.
“Do not know. You not have?”
She looks past me at Shim, and says something that sounds like both a demand and a question.
“No,” Shim says, using another of my very small collection of Mushian words. 
Dumont focuses back on me and holds her hand like she’s cradling a phone. “You have…before?” She pauses. “Where Dux Shim…find you?”
I intended only to distract her by making her think the charger belongs to a communication device, but I might be able to use the lie to convince her the fictional phone is out there somewhere. Maybe then she’ll take me back to the hills so I can show her where. 
I can’t pass up any potential opportunity to get beyond the walls of the prison. I say, “Yes.”
Dumont says something to Shim, who walks over to the door and lets my escorts in.
“Thank you for your time,” Dumont says.
“We are done?” I say, surprised.
“Vale,” she says, and motions toward the guards.
I almost suggest she takes me to the spot in the hills, but worry that doing so will make her realize I have an ulterior motive. The best I can hope for is Dumont returning soon and suggesting it herself.
I rise out of my chair and bow my head. “Vale.”



CHAPTER FOUR
 
 
FOR NEARLY TWO months, I cling to
the idea that Dumont has to come back, but eventually I must admit to myself she has no further need of me and has likely forgotten I even exist. My life is an endless repetition of sleep and eat and work and eat and sleep and eat and work and eat and sleep.
I’m sure many of my fellow prisoners are adept at turning their minds off for days, maybe weeks at a time. I’m not so blessed. The fate of a different timeline rests on my shoulders. A timeline counting on me to bring it back into existence. 
There are only a few minutes left for dinner by the time I get out of the food line. I’ve eaten what food I can—or what passes for it here—as it was put on my tray, but there’s still plenty on my plate and I need all the energy I can get to survive here. 
The tables are packed, and I’m thinking I’ll have to finish my meal standing up when Jovan waves me over to a seat he’s saved for me. The moment my backside hits the bench, I dig into my stew. 
“Better than yesterday,” Jovan says.
He’s been teaching me his native tongue. Turns out—surprise—it’s not called Mushian but something like Gaulnishke, which is easier for me to think of as Gaulish. The name must come from the Gauls who ruled a portion of what became modern-day France—at least the France I know. Or maybe it came from something else entirely.
My understanding of Gaulish has so far outpaced my ability to pronounce the words, but that’s okay. What I’ve learned has given me the ability to, more times than not, understand what the guards are saying when they order us around. Even better, my improved comprehension has earned me a spot on one of the machines in the metal shop. Granted, it’s only a small motorized hole puncher, but operating it is a giant step up from being the rubbish boy. And it’s so easy to use. Like those on other machines, the control screen is operated by touching pictogram buttons that clearly indicate the task to be performed.
Jovan is right. The stew is better than yesterday, but it’s still awful. Calories are calories, though, so I down the meal and pretend I can’t taste anything.
Back in our cell, Jovan and I sit on the floor next to our bunks and play chess with bits and pieces of garbage we’ve picked up around the prison. From what I can tell, there’s only one difference between chess here and chess in my world. The bishop, which I was taught could go as far as it has room to move but only in a single diagonal direction, can additionally make one ninety-degree turn here. This can be a literal game changer, and gave me nothing but fits when we first started playing. But I’ve learned how to use my bishops better now, and have also made it one of my signature tactics. Now, instead of being massacred in every game, I come close to winning two or three times a night.
We are in the middle of our fifth game, one I’m beginning to think I have a chance of winning, when the automatic lock that bars our door pulls free. A second later the door opens, and five guards rush in holding stun rifles at the ready. Jovan and I jump up and press our backs against our bunk. Our cellmates are doing the same at their beds. It’s how we’ve been trained to respond. 
Once everything settles down, a middle-aged man I’ve never seen before enters the room. The other prisoners become even tenser than they’ve been. I’d ask Jovan to tell me who the guy is, but a guard is standing too close for me to even whisper without being heard.
The important man—a high-ranking administrator, I’m guessing—circles the room, checking the face of each inmate, not stopping until he’s standing directly in front of me.
“You are Denny Younger,” he says.
It’s not a question, but I nod anyway.
“You understand me?”
Pronouncing the words like I know less than I actually do, I garble out, “Only little.”
He says something else to me, a longer sentence. I catch the words you and woman and what I think is the interrogative form of what. Grammar, verb forms, tenses—these are all things I have yet to fully grasp. 
The man speaks again and once more it goes over my head. This time, Jovan responds.
The man asks him a question. Jovan bows his head and turns to me. In a combination of Latin, hand signals, and Gaulish, he says, “He wants to know what the woman wants with you.”
I look at him, confused. In Gaulish, I say, “What woman?”
The administrator answers in a raised voice that Jovan translates to mean something like, “You know who I’m talking about. What does she want with you?”
But he’s wrong. I don’t know. I don’t know anybody in this bastardized world other than Jovan. He’s the only person I’ve talked to since—
Dumont Elaine.
Could it be she hasn’t forgotten about me after all? If it is her the man is asking about, then the answer is she wants to know how to operate my time-traveling device. I think it’d be better if I don’t actually put it that way.
After I confirm through Jovan it is indeed Dumont the man is talking about, I convey I don’t know why she would be interested in me, and that I don’t expect to hear from her ever again. 
“Before, when she came, what did you talk about?”
I answer not much, and tell Jovan to say I knew even less of the man’s language when she was here. 
The man eyes me up and down as the right side of his upper lip rises in a snarl. “You are lying.”
This is a phrase the guards use with prisoners all the time so I have no problem understanding it, and am shaking my head and saying no the moment the words are out of his mouth. “Talk true. Not lie.” I look at Jovan. “I’m not lying. You know that. Please, make him understand that.”
Jovan tries to do this, but immediately receives a backhand to the cheek. The man moves forward until his face is inches from mine. I can feel his breath on my face, and know he recently ate something even more odorous than the stew we were given. “You lie.”
I start to plead my case again, but one of the nearby guards rams a rifle butt into my stomach. 
I double over and am on my way to the floor when Jovan catches me.
The man hisses a phrase that sounds like, “Slaben duloo.” I have heard these words on occasion before, though not together. Duloo is a form of two—maybe more like couple or both. And while I don’t know exactly what slaben means, I know what it refers to. 
The solo cells.
According to Jovan, these are the cells where troublemakers are sent. He has strongly suggested I never do anything that would put me there.
Two guards grab me and hustle me toward the door. As we exit, I glance back and see a couple of their colleagues are bringing Jovan. Now I know why the man used the word duloo.
We are taken down several sets of stairs. I argue the whole way that my friend has done nothing, but no one pays me any attention. We’re three floors below ground when we stop at a large barred doorway. 
When the administrator walks up to it, I try to plead Jovan’s case one more time, but a rifle slamming into my back shuts me up.
The administrator presses a button next to the bars and speaks into a small panel. With the pop of an electric lock, the gate opens. 
Glaring lights illuminate our way down a series of corridors. Our journey ends in a rectangular room that must be fifty feet long and about fifteen wide. Along the walls to the left and right are heavy metal doors no more than three feet apart. 
Scattered throughout the room are several more guards. One, whose uniform is a bit more decorated than his companions’, stands just inside the entrance, facing us. 
He bows to the administrator and recites the numbers sixteen and nineteen—at least I think he does. The teen numbers are the ones I’m having the most problem with because they don’t seem to have a logical pattern.
My escorts take me to a door almost halfway into the room. Another electronic buzz and the door swings open. 
Oh, God.
A better name for the solo cell would be vertical coffin. It’s barely large enough for me to stand in, and there’s no way I’d be able to sit. And the smell, oh god the smell. Putrid would be a kind description. 
The final feature is not apparent until I’m shoved inside and the door is closed behind me. 
The darkness.
The complete and total darkness.
__________
I MUST HAVE stayed awake most of the night before my eyes finally closed. 
I’m not sure what followed was sleep, however. Whatever it was, I did it on my feet, leaning against the wall. 
I ache in places I’ve never ached in my life. And that’s before I take into consideration the bruises from the rifle butts. 
On top of all that, the growl in my stomach tells me I’ve missed a meal. But that’s something I’m okay with. Eating would mean having to use the hole between my feet as a toilet again. Once was more than enough.
I place my ear against the door but hear nothing. Not a hum or footstep or voice. 
I lean back. 
It’s obvious why I’ve been put here. We’ve been put here. I can’t forget Jovan, though his only crime is his association with me. My “crime” is my connection to Dumont—why else would the administrator want to know the reason she’s interested in me? Which also must mean she’s been trying to see me again, right?
But why has it been two months? Has she been trying to make progress with the chaser and hit a snag? Or did she think leaving me in prison a little while longer would make me more amenable to assisting her? I have to say, given my current living conditions, that’s an angle that might work. 
With nothing else to do, my mind creates dozens of possibilities about what’s going on, with increasing levels of ridiculousness until I realize I’m wasting valuable time and force myself to stop.
At some point, the administrator is going to return. I need to come up with a way to get Jovan and me released, and if not both of us, at least my friend.
I concentrate on this for…an hour? Two? Who knows? I don’t have a watch, and even if I did, I wouldn’t be able to see it.
In a way, there is no time where I am. There is only consciousness and unconsciousness. Time will only intervene again when the door reopens. It’s kind of like that box with the cat in it I read about in Iffy’s world. Something about the cat being both alive and dead at the same time while the box is sealed. It is only after it’s opened that the exact nature of the animal becomes real. My situation is simply the reverse. I’m the cat, and the world outside my box-like cell is both there and not there at the same time.
I might be starting to lose it. 
I haven’t been in this cell for more than twenty-four hours—I think—and my mind is already equating me to a cat. 
I need to stay sharp. I can’t let my brain drift like that.
“The plan,” I whisper. “Never forget the plan. Find the chaser. Extract my blood. Dry it. Rekey the chaser. Make things right. Find the chaser. Extract my blood. Dry it. Rekey the chaser. Make things right. Get out…”
My mind begins to drift again. For one moment, I’m back at the institute being berated by Sir Wilfred and Lady Williams for destroying the institute, then I’m in my apartment living room in San Diego where Iffy and Ellie ask why I’ve left them behind, and then in the kitchen of Lidia’s Echo Park house as her grandson Kane yells at me, “You were supposed to stop her. Why didn’t you stop her?” 
“Stop,” I yell. 
It’s this cell. It’s a mental echo chamber. If it shoves me across the line into insanity I’m sure I won’t be its first victim, and I’m not sure I’d be able to find my way back.
“Find the chaser. Extract my blood. Dry it. Rekey the chaser. Make things right.”
When I tire of my mantra, I discover singing also keeps the demons out of my head. I work my way through every song I can remember, making up lyrics when the real ones don’t come to me.
Perhaps the act of singing to myself in this tiny space could also appear psychotic, but I’m not going to worry about that. I’d rather seem crazy than actually be crazy. 
Unless I’ve been crazy all along, and there was no such thing as the Upjohn Institute, and I never learned to travel in time. 
Before I can dive too far down that hole, I break into a horrendous version of “God Rest Ye Merry, Gentlemen.” 
At some point in the mess of lyrics, my mind reaches overload and I mercifully fall back asleep.
__________
CLUNK.
It’s not so much the sound that wakes me as the intensely bright light seeping through my eyelids. I part them just enough for a peek.
The light is a thin line running up and down the wall in front of me. Though there is no heat, I would swear the sun is only a few feet on the other side.
“Find the chaser. Extract my blood. Dry it. Rekey the chaser. Make things right.” The words, barely a whisper at this point, have almost no meaning for me anymore, but I can’t help saying them. They are what keeps me sane now.
I’m not sure how long I’ve been in here. Three days? A week? More?
In all that time, water is the only thing I’ve been given, in a container on the floor that my foot usually bumps into when I wake that I have to work up my leg until I can scrunch enough to reach it. I move my foot around but there is no bottle this time.
As the ribbon of light widens, I squeeze my eyes shut and twist my head away.
“Find the—”
Something touches my arm and I realize I must still be asleep and dreaming. There’s no one in the box with me. I’ve always been here alone. I will be here alone until the end of time.
Time.
What year is it?
What world?
What—
The touch encircles my arm and twists me toward the light. I’m not sure, but I think my feet are moving. There are sounds, too. Voices. But I can’t understand anything. Like crowd noise, more distinct yet just as indecipherable. 
I hear the clack of…steps? Yes, steps. Moving toward me.
I crack open my eyelids to look at my dream again. While it’s still bright, I see shapes now. Walls and doors and people in…uniforms. 
The prison guards have made an appearance in my imaginary world. But why wouldn’t they? They control my whole conscious life so it’s only fair they take charge of my unconscious one, too.
Odd, though. They don’t seem to be wearing the uniforms they usually do. The color’s wrong. Or maybe I’m remembering incorrectly. It’s a dream, after all. They can wear whatever my mind wants them to wear. 
The clacking focuses my gaze on the silhouette of someone nearby. The hair and shape tell me the person is a woman. 
“Denny,” the silhouette says when she stops in front of me.
She knows my name. Another perk of the dream. Only why can’t she be Iffy or Ellie? 
At least she’s not Lidia.
“Denny,” she repeats, and then asks a question I don’t understand.
Because it’s not English.
She says the phrase again. 
It’s Latin. It means…understand me. I think.
“Sure,” I say. “I understand.”
There’s a pause and she asks one more time.
“I already answered you,” I tell her. But it’s me she doesn’t understand because I’m speaking in English. Forcing myself to concentrate, I come up with, “Ita. Intelligo.”
I can see a bit of her face now. She’s not sure whether to believe me or not.
I don’t care what she thinks. All this talking has dried out my throat and used up most of my energy. “Aqua?” I croak. 
The woman turns away and says something to one of the other shadows in the room. A few seconds later, a bottle is thrust into my hands. As the liquid dribbles into my mouth, I realize the woman is familiar. Another gulp and I have it. She’s my mysterious visitor from before. Dumont Elaine.
“Denny,” she says.
For the first time, I wonder if this isn’t a dream.
“Apologies,” she says. “You”—something I don’t understand—“be here.” 
She shouts another order to the uniformed men, who I can now verify are not wearing prison guard attire. Their garments are crisper, higher quality, as if built for more strenuous use. The men also carry themselves in a way that makes me think if it comes to a fight between them and the prison guards, the guards would be beaten into the ground before they could raise a fist.
As several men line up between us and the room’s main exit, I decide this isn’t a dream at all. Though the rifles aren’t pointing at anything, each man holds his weapon across his body, ready for action. Two other guards take my arms. They must have been the ones who helped me out of my cell. While strong, their grips are not aggressive, more assistance than manhandling.
Dumont turns toward the exit and we begin walking.
“Wait,” I say. English again. I either can’t remember or never knew the right word in Latin, but one does come to mind. “Sistite!”
Dumont looks back at me. 
“Jovan,” I say.
I can only assume my friend is still in one of the other solo cells, and I can’t leave him here.
I point at the cell door I saw his guards moving him toward when we were locked away, and I say his name again.
Dumont’s eyes narrow. She asks me a question I don’t understand, but it’s not hard to figure out what she wants to know. I tell her through words and gestures that my friend is in that cell and I’m not leaving without him.
She looks annoyed, and I’m sure she’s going to ignore my demand. I’m having a hard enough time just standing, so it’s not like I can follow through on my threat. But then she calls over her shoulder toward the door, and from the hallway enters a pair of her soldiers pushing the administrator who locked up Jovan and me.
Dumont fires a question at him. When he doesn’t answer, one of Dumont’s men nudges him in the back with a rifle. This gets the man talking. 
Whatever he said results in Dumont sending two of her soldiers to Jovan’s cell. They push a button and the door swings open. With the soldiers’ help, Jovan stumbles out of the narrow space.
He looks as bad as I feel. He is given some water and helped over to us.
When he sees me, he sniffs the air and says, “You stink.”
“You’re smelling yourself.”
Dumont gives an order that gets our whole group moving toward the exit again. This is when Jovan seems to realize we’re not in the company of prison personnel.
In a whisper, he asks, “What is going on?”
“I don’t know.” 
We exit the room and move down the corridor. Every twenty feet or so, we pick up a pair of Dumont’s soldiers who have been standing guard. When our number reaches nearly thirty, I wonder how many people she has brought with her.
We take a lift to the surface level, but instead of exiting into the prison yard that would lead back to my and Jovan’s group cell, we turn in the other direction and pass through a series of open security gates guarded by more of Dumont’s people.
What’s bewildering is that I see none of the regular prison guards anywhere. Except for when I was behind a closed cell door, there has never been a minute during my imprisonment when a guard wasn’t nearby.
We go through a particularly heavy door, and enter an area I’m sure no prisoners are ever allowed. There are pictures on the walls and desks inside some of the rooms we pass.
“Where we go?” I ask, my voice more a whisper than I intended.
Dumont continues onward without responding.
As we pass through another doorway, I start to ask again, but upon stepping over the threshold, the words stick in my throat.
We’ve entered what appears to be the public entrance lobby to the prison. There are several rows of empty chairs, and an unoccupied reception station behind a wall of thick glass. These are quick impressions, because my attention is drawn to a feature of the windows lining the wall to my right.
Through them I can see an area filled with vehicles that look both familiar and different from any I’ve ever seen. Parked next to the walkway not far from the lobby doors are four larger group transports—buses, if you will. Around these are more soldiers in uniforms matching those worn by Dumont’s entourage.
Before we reach the door that will take us to the outside, Dumont turns to her troops and nods at her men toward the back. They bring the administrator forward. Dumont’s conversation with him is short and one sided, the man bowing his head as she appears to berate him.
When her men escort him back to the door we just came through, Dumont’s gaze pauses on someone right behind me and she shouts something. 
“Hey, wait a minute,” Jovan says.
I turn and see the two soldiers propping up Jovan are starting to lead him back the way we came. 
“No!” I yell as I twist back to Dumont. “Stay. Not go.”
“He is not needed.”
“Yes. Needed. He…speaks words mine.” 
She cocks her head, her eyes narrowing. “You, me talk…now.”
“He talk better.” Worried I’m not getting my point across, I add, “I show you.” When I turn again, I’m thankful to see my commotion has caused Jovan and his escorts to stop. I wave for the soldiers to bring my friend back.
They don’t move. 
I glance back at Dumont. “Please. I show you.”
After a moment she nods, and the soldiers return with Jovan.
In my friend’s and my unique style of gestures and mashed-up languages, I tell him to convey to her I’ll help her understand the box but he must come with us. He asks what I mean by “the box,” but I tell him there’s no time for that right now and she’ll understand.
He turns to address her. I know the moment he mentions the box because Dumont’s eyes widen and her lips part slightly.
She says something to him, and he replies without consulting me.
“What did she say?” I ask.
“She wants to know what I am in prison for.” 
It is a good question. Jovan has told me he was locked up for theft, but he’s never gone into any detail. Of course, he could have told me that to conceal a worse crime. Since he’s the only one I can talk to, how would I know? Then again, who am I to judge? I’ve killed billions.
Dumont shouts a question at the administrator, to which the man, after some prodding from a guard, answers. 
“What’s going on?” I whisper to Jovan.
“She’s checking what I told her.”
“And what did you tell her?”
He looks at me, surprised. “The truth.” 
Dumont considers the administrator’s response, and then says something to Jovan’s escorts. As we head toward the exit again, I’m happy to see my friend is coming with us. 
Nearing the transports, I see not all of them are alike. The vehicle we are guided toward is second from the front and the most bus-like. The others are more military in nature, with complicated-looking guns mounted on the roofs. 
After we take our seats, I note the windows are made of extra thick glass—bulletproof, Iffy would call it—and there is an arsenal of weapons in a cage at the back. 
What kind of world did Lidia create?



CHAPTER FIVE
 
 
IN THE MONTHS I have been in this reality, my exposure to this world has been limited to the empty hills where Lidia and I arrived, the room my captors treated my wounds in that first day, the pitch-black dungeon they threw me in where I was punched by a man I couldn’t see, the inside of a windowless vehicle, and the prison where I met Jovan. 
Now, as we drive through the city, I’m getting my first good look at the civilization Lidia brought into being.
I’m basically in the same geographical area as San Diego in Iffy’s world, but this place looks nothing like that. It has the same rundown look of the Shallows where I grew up in my original timeline. But even that’s not a good comparison. As bad as the Shallows was, this place appears so much worse. 
We do drive through sections that seem well maintained, but many of the hills and most of the valleys look like seas of thrown-together shacks and piles of garbage. I can’t imagine anyone living in these areas doing more than barely surviving from day to day. The people we pass reinforce this impression. Their clothes are old and dirty, worn thin by overuse, and while most of the adults appear to have some kind of shoes on, few of the children do. And then there are the expressions on their faces, or, I should say, lack thereof. It’s like these people have never heard of the concept of hope. 
Soldiers, many in riot gear, are everywhere. Their uniforms change every few miles, and I guess that different groups control different neighborhoods. Something else I pick up on: at least twice the soldiers in our bus tense when we move into a new zone, and they don’t relax again until a change of uniform occurs outside. 
Yes, I know. What I’m seeing may not represent what the rest of this world is like, but that doesn’t prevent me from wondering if it does. 
Eventually we pass through a giant gate manned by soldiers wearing yet another kind of uniform. This is the first time we’ve encountered a setup like this. Before, when we moved from zone to zone, there were wide swaths of empty land dividing the areas. Here, on both sides of the gate stretch double rows of menacing-looking fencing, at least twelve feet high and continuing as far as I can see. The spaces between the fences and on both sides are cleared of trees and brush so that no one can approach unseen.
No soldiers are on the side we are coming from, but inside the gate there must be thirty or forty standing at the ready. The gate opens right before the first vehicle in our convoy arrives and we are waved through. It appears we’re expected.
We pass through a grove of trees and the view opens up.
The change from the other zones is almost unbelievable. If the area in front of us were the only place I’ve seen in this world, I would think this world might be vastly superior to the others. 
Gone are the shacks and the sagging buildings and mountains of trash. Here, the hills are dotted by beautiful homes and commerce centers that look as if they’re from Utopia. The shabbily clothed hopeless masses have also been replaced. The people we pass now are dressed in bright, well-made clothing, and they smile and laugh as if the misery only a few miles down the road doesn’t exist. 
If there are soldiers among the residents they’re keeping a low profile, because I haven’t spotted one since the gate. The men in our bus are now the most relaxed they’ve been since we started the trip. Some have even removed their helmets, and a guy sitting a couple of rows in front of me has leaned back and appears to be sleeping.
Clearly we’re safe now from whatever potential threat was out there.
Though my own body craves rest, the adrenaline that has been coursing through me since we left the prison does not allow me to stop observing.
We make a turn toward the west and enter—if I haven’t completely lost my sense of geography—the area in Iffy’s world known as La Jolla. If I’m wrong it’s not by much, because soon we are driving along the top of a bluff that overlooks the Pacific Ocean—or whatever they call it here—where Iffy has taken me before.
Less than a minute later, we reach the gates of a facility that abuts the cliff and is surrounded on the other three sides by ten-foot-high brick walls. There’s a sign outside the fence that I assume identifies the place, but I can’t read it because the script holds little resemblance to the alphabet I know.
My gut tightens as the gate rolls open. Have Jovan and I been brought all this way only to be put in another prison?
If it is a prison, it’s not like any I’ve ever seen. The dozen or so buildings within the walls make me think this is some kind of scientific facility, perhaps part of a university or whatever the equivalent is here. I base this on several things: a building at the north end that looks exactly like an observatory, the clusters of storage tanks of varying sizes next to several of the larger structures, the antenna-like things attached to the roof of the highest building, and the groups of studious-looking people about my age walking from one place to another. 
Still, it’s only a guess. 
Our transport stops in front of a three-story building at the south end of the compound. 
When the soldiers who escorted me onto the bus signal for me to get up, I try to comply but my body is nearly drained of energy. Seeing this, they help me off and all but carry me into the building, following Dumont. Jovan needs assistance, too, but at least he can walk and relies on his companions only to steady him whenever he loses his balance. 
A large DNA-strand sculpture hangs from the ceiling of the two-story lobby, further reinforcing my idea this place is a scientific facility. There are also portraits on the wall, life-sized head-and-shoulder shots of men and women. Behind some of them you can see what appears to be laboratory equipment.
A lift takes us up to the third floor, where we go down a white corridor almost to the end before stopping in front of a door that looks like all the others we’ve passed. 
Dumont opens it, stands back, and waves us inside.
The soldiers help me over the threshold into what appears to be the living room of an apartment. In addition to a seating area, there’s a place with a table for eating. No kitchen, though. Through an open door on the other side of the room, I see part of a bed. There are two other doors, but my angle doesn’t allow me to see much beyond them besides a slice of floor and a wall.
“Like it?” Dumont asks in Latin.
“What is this place?” I ask.
She answers in Gaulish, and Jovan says, “It’s our new home, apparently. She apologizes that we’re going to have to share. Says they were only planning for you.”
The apartment is at least three times larger than the cell Jovan and I lived in with several others. Neither of us will have a problem with this living arrangement.
“I think it best if you get some rest now,” Dumont says. 
She barks an order, and the soldiers lead Jovan and me through separate doors in the back. My destination turns out to be a bedroom, and I assume Jovan has been taken someplace similar. 
A hundred times faster than I would be able to do on my own, I’m stripped of my clothes and laid on the bed. The conscious world is drifting away, but before I completely slip under, someone approaches and touches and pokes me all over. 
When my head is lifted from the pillow, I pry my eyes open enough to see a small cup of liquid rising toward my lips. A moment later, the contents are poured into my mouth.
Within seconds, I’m asleep.
__________
AUTOMATICALLY UPON WAKING, I recite the words before I do anything else. “Find the chaser. Extract my blood. Dry it. Rekey the chaser. Make things right.” There’s a power to them that centers me and helps me focus.
When I open my eyes, sunlight is streaming into the room. I don’t know how long I’ve been asleep but I’m sure it’s been more than a few hours, because my back aches in the way it only does when I lie too long in the same position. I also feel stronger. Not one hundred percent, but considerably better than when I was brought here.
Tentatively I climb from the bed, and am relieved when my legs don’t slip out from under me. Now that I’m not half dead, I see there’s more than just a bed in the room. A dresser sits across from the foot of the bed, and a small desk is under the only window. I shuffle to the desk and use it to prop myself up while I pull back the curtain. 
Turns out I have a room with a view. Before me is the ocean, vast and wide and gray. A wall of clouds delineates the horizon, the marine layer waiting for the opportunity to return to land. Almost directly below me is a thirty-foot cliff face that ends at a rocky beach. 
A quick check of the window reveals it’s not designed to open. But even if it were, it doesn’t matter. If I’m in need of an escape route, I’m sure I can find something better than one that would require me to scale the side of the building and deal with the cliff.
Besides, Dumont is here, and by all indications she knows where the chaser is.
In my search for clothes, I open a door I think leads to a closet, but instead it opens onto a large bathroom. I take my time in the shower, letting the hot water work out the kinks in my back, and by the time I’m through, much of the rust in my mind has also washed away. 
I find an odd-looking razor in a drawer, and use it and some soap to shave. My mouth still feels mucky, so I look around for something I can use to clean my teeth. I find a bottle to which someone has attached a handwritten note that says in Latin: FOR MOUTH.
I sniff it first, and then test a drop on my tongue. It has no taste at all and I think it must be drinking water. I lift it to my lips, but the moment the first splash enters my mouth, the liquid begins to foam. I start to spit it out, but then realize the parts of my mouth where the foam has touched feel clean. I take some more in, careful not to swallow it, and slosh it around. The foaming is unnerving but I let it be. When it eventually subsides, I spit it out. Whatever the substance is, it has made my mouth feel as refreshed as the rest of me. 
A cabinet within the bathroom contains several changes of clothes in my size. Once I’m dressed, I head into the main area of the apartment. It’s unoccupied but there is food on a table—fruit, crackers, nuts, and what appears to be cheeses and cut meats under a clear cover. My stomach growls at the sight and I greedily bite into an apple.
“You’re up.”
I turn around and see Jovan standing in the open doorway to one of the other rooms. 
Forgetting the apple, I hurry as best I can over to him. “Are you all right?” 
He snickers. “Why wouldn’t I be? This is a lot better than where we were.”
He could not be more right about that. 
“Have you eaten?” I motion to the table. “There’s food.”
“Breakfast was a couple hours ago. That’s just snacks.”
“You didn’t wake me?”
His eyes narrow. “How long do you think you’ve been asleep?”
“Must have been a whole day.”
“Try four.”
“Four?”
“They tell me you had some kind of infection, and they thought it better if you rested.”
I’m getting a heavy dose of déjà vu. My initial arrival in Iffy’s world. Damaged and blinded by the pain pounding in my head, I passed out in front of a house in New York City and woke up days later in a hospital. Different place, different circumstances, but similar result.
“And you’ve been locked in here with me the whole time?” 
“Locked in here? Not at all. As long as I stay out of the other buildings, Dumont has given me permission to go wherever I want within the compound.” 
This isn’t exactly what he says. He uses an honorific when referring to Dumont that I’m unfamiliar with, so I ask him to explain it to me. The word closest to what he describes is professor. He’s confirmed this is an educational facility, focused on scientific research of one kind or another. It’s good to know that even in my weakened state, my instincts were on target. 
The name of the place is apparently Trinity Education Outpost No. 5. My interpretation of what it’s called might be a little off, but it’s a mouthful in whichever language it’s said in.
“So you’ve just walked around?” I ask.
“It’s peaceful here. I like to sit above the cliff and look at the water. It makes me…” He falls silent, lost momentarily in a memory. “I never thought I’d ever enter”—he speaks a name I don’t know.
I try repeating the word. “Skearonsom? What’s that?” 
“Skiron Sum. It’s the district we are in.” He gives me a sideways glance. “You really aren’t from here, are you?”
It’s what I told him in prison, but no one believes anyone there, even friends. 
“How about you show me around,” I suggest.
“You sure you’re ready for that?”
I might not last long out there, but the idea of breathing some fresh air is suddenly all I can think about. “I’ll be fine.”
__________
THE WALK TO the elevator turns out to be the hardest part. After that, instead of getting weaker, my strength slowly returns, and by the time we exit the building, I’m no longer concerned about passing out on the spot. 
I stop, take in a deep breath, and smile. It’s one of those pleasant beach days when the sky is blue and the temperature hovers around seventy degrees Fahrenheit. A breeze blows through the trees in the fields surrounding Trinity, but the facility’s walls keep it mostly away from us. 
A couple of dozen people are walking between buildings. As I noted before, most are about my age.
Jovan leads me north along a path that separates a parking area from the wide strip of grass that fronts several buildings.
“You haven’t been inside any of them?” I ask.
“Are you kidding? This is as close as I let myself get to them. The last thing I want is to give the professor a reason to send me away.” He grins. “Thanks, by the way.”
“For what?”
“Getting me out.”
I smile but say nothing. The truth is, I’m still not sure I’ve done him any favors. Yes, this is better than where we were, but what happens when Dumont decides he’s not necessary? Will she send him back? Or will she have one of her soldiers take him outside the walls and shoot him? My plea to bring Jovan with us was made purely on instinct, but I know almost nothing about how things are done in this world. I hope I haven’t made a mistake.
Jovan takes me to some benches along the bluff, on the large expanse of grass between the second-to-last building and the observatory.
“Sure beats staring at bars,” he says as he sits. 
Instead of joining him, I move as close to the cliff’s edge as I can safely get and look over the side.
“Careful,” Jovan says. “That’s not a fall you want to take.”
There is no fence to prevent someone from walking off the edge and landing in the rocks on the beach. No one would survive that.
I look along the bluff in both directions, hoping to spot an easier way down to the beach. Again, it’s not that I want to escape right at this moment, but once I either have the chaser or know where it is, I will go, so figuring out as many potential escape routes as possible is at the top of my to-do list.
The only thing I see that might work is along the back of one of the buildings, a beam or pipe that travels down the side of the cliff almost to the bottom. If I can figure out how to get to it, I’m pretty sure I could use it to climb down. It appears to be attached to a catwalk that runs along a building not that different from the one where we’re staying. But the only way to the catwalk is through the building. Which, according to Jovan, is off limits.
I turn back to the bench but don’t sit. “We’ve got company.”
Jovan twists around to see what I’m talking about and grimaces when he sees Dumont walking across the grass toward us.
“What is it?” I ask.
“I was supposed to let her know when you woke.”
She stops at the end of the bench closest to me, and says something Jovan translates as, “I’m happy to see that you’re up. How are you feeling?”
“Better than before. Thank you.”
The next thing she asks, Jovan answers directly in what sounds like a contrite tone. It must have to do with his failure to report my condition. Thankfully she appears to let it pass and returns her attention to me.
“Are you up to having a conversation?” she asks me through Jovan.
Though I’m tired from my exertion, I don’t want to miss any chance of getting closer to the chaser, so I smile and say, “Sure.”



CHAPTER SIX
 
 
DUMONT LEADS US into a building near the middle of the campus. Unfortunately it’s not the one with the attached catwalk behind it, but it’s close. We head down a series of halls to a door closer to the rear of the building than the front. She pulls a disc out of her pocket and waves it across a pad on the door to unlock it.
The room we enter is about thirty feet square, with a shiny metal table in the center. Standing near the table are three people.
“This is Langer Min and Madani Gregor,” Dumont says, gesturing at the woman and man who can’t be more than a few years older than me. “And you already know Dux Shim.”
Shim’s expression is as dour as ever. What I note now, though—because I didn’t have the knowledge to notice it before—is that her uniform does not match those worn by Dumont’s soldiers. And it’s not simply because she is of a different rank. The designs and colors—Shim’s is a green so dark it’s almost black—are not even close. I’m not sure what this means.
Dumont guides us to the table. 
I barely have time to process the surface is glass with some type of black material underneath, before the professor touches a corner and the top comes to life like a giant computer screen. There are buttons I assume can be touched and boxes of text I cannot read. 
At a command from Dumont, the man—Madani—touches one of the digital buttons. A full three-dimensional relief of my chaser with its lid open rises from the center of the table. At first it’s ghostlike—blueish gray and transparent—but as soon as it starts hovering half a foot in the air, it turns solid and looks so real it’s as if I could reach out and grab it. 
“Where is it?” I ask, and look at Jovan. “The real one. Where is it?”
“You want me to ask her this?”
“Yes.”
Jovan does.
“Somewhere safe.”
“You haven’t shut the lid, have you?”
“The lid? Why?”
“The lock is-is broken. If you shut it, we can’t open it again without damaging the box.”
She listens to the translations, and then asks, “What does the box do?”
“Is the lid still open?” 
There’s a pause before she says, “It’s still open.”
I let out a breath. “Thank you.”
“Tell me what this thing does.” 
I almost say, “I won’t tell her anything more without seeing the actual box,” but I still have enough of my wits about me to know the best chance of getting the box back is to appear cooperative.
“Tell her…” I pause. The best lies are those closest to the truth. “Tell her it’s a navigational device.”
Navigational is not a word that has come up between us, and Jovan and I must go back and forth several times for him to understand what I mean.
After he finally conveys my response, Dumont asks, “Navigation for what?”
If I take more than a second or two to answer, she’ll assume I am lying, so I say the first idea that comes to mind. “An experimental craft.” As an off-the-cuff reply, it’s not bad. It’s both plausible and vague enough to give me a lot of room to work with. Plus, in a way, it’s also the truth.
“Where is this craft?” 
“In the hills. The ones where my friend and I were found.”
“Friend?” Jovan asks before he translates my answer.
Solemnly I say, “She’s dead.”
“Oh. I’m sorry.” 
His sympathy is so genuine I feel guilty for misleading him. Thankfully, he turns to Dumont and tells her what I said before he can see the guilt on my face.
“Where in the hills?” she asks.
“Where? Um…well, I don’t know exactly. We were…” I act out being disoriented but Jovan looks confused, so I say, “…not well. We walked for at least a day looking for help. Maybe more.”
“From which direction?”
“I don’t know.”
“Would you know which way if you are taken there?”
“I think so.” Though I keep my expression neutral, inwardly I’m smiling. Dumont has just presented me with another escape opportunity.
When she asks her next question, Jovan’s eyes widen and his expression turns wary as he looks at me. “She wants to know why you kill your friend?”
If Lidia just left me alone after I’d taken the chaser from her, I wouldn’t have had to drive the knife into her chest.
“It was an accident. She started to become…” I use a similar pantomime to the one for disoriented, adding a more aggressive tone that I hope translates as delusional. “She attacked me with her knife. We struggled and…I had no choice. It was either her or me.”
Again, it is essentially the truth, but it sounds so false that I’m sure Jovan will not believe me. But almost immediately sympathy returns to his face. 
After he translates my response, Dumont says nothing for an uncomfortably long time. When she finally speaks again, Jovan says, “She wants to know where are you from?”
If I’d seen a map of this world and could read it, maybe I’d be able to name a random place to satisfy Dumont, but the only thing I have to work with is creating confusion.
In English, I say, “San Diego, California.”
Naturally, Jovan is unable to translate this.
“Where is that?” he asks.
“That’s a bit harder to explain.” I look at Dumont and say in a combination of Latin and English, “My home is in San Diego, California.”
Frowning, she tells Jovan to have me clarify.
“United States of America,” I say.
I’m not trying to be provocative. My hope is she’ll bring up a map on her computer table and have me point to where it is. Getting a sense of the geopolitical landscape would be immensely helpful, and I could pick out someplace as far away from here as possible.
But she walks over to a door along the back of the room and leaves.
Jovan and I look at each other. Are we done? Was that our cue to go back to the apartment?
I glance at the hallway exit. Shim is standing between us and the door. Apparently we are not dismissed yet.
Madani and Langer smile nervously at me. They’ve not uttered a word since our arrival, which makes me believe they’re students, here to watch their mentor work.
Several moments later, Dumont reenters, carrying a hard-sided container about the size of a large cereal box. Instead of coming back around to our side of the table, she stops across from me and Jovan and says something to her two silent watchers. Madani touches the table and the image of the chaser sinks back into the surface. 
Even though I know it was just a projection, I feel a moment of despair when it disappears.
Dumont sets the box on the table, pulls on a pair of thin cloth gloves, and opens the lid. I hold my breath, sure she’s going to pull out my chaser. But it’s not the device; it’s a black-covered book.
Langer removes a cloth from the box and waits until Madani has moved the container out of the way before laying the cloth over the center of the table. Dumont sets the book on the cloth and looks at me expectantly.
I don’t know what she wants. There’s nothing special about the book that I can see, and the front cover is blank. 
I say one of the first phrases Jovan taught me in Gaulish, “No understand.”
She turns the book so that the spine is facing upward. Something is printed there but I haven’t learned how to read Gaul—
I narrow my eyes. The words on the spine aren’t Gaulish. They’re English. 
 
AN OVERVIEW OF
WORLD HISTORY
Vol. II:
ANNO DOMINI
 
My skin grows cold as all my blood retreats inward.
Lidia.
This has to be the book from her bag of tricks that she used to pinpoint moments in history to destroy. 
Anno Domini must mean the book covers the era from year one to…well, depending on when it was published, the early 1950s from where Lidia would have obtained it. 
The change that created Jovan and Dumont’s world occurred when Lidia allowed the Mongols to invade Europe in 1242. So everything in the book prior to that point would be common to not only Iffy’s and my worlds but to this one, too. From 1242 forward, though, the timelines would diverge and the book would tell of a history that never happened here. 
Dumont might not be able to read the text yet, but given time, a good linguist will figure it out. Even without the words, the illustrations and photographs and maps would convey a world different from the one she knows.
Oh, my god.
“Tell me about this book,” she says.
My body vibrates with a dread I cannot afford to show. As calmly as possible, I say, “What about it?”
Jovan starts to translate but Dumont cuts him off and says directly to me, “World History, Volume Two, Anno Domini. Samuel Martin. Madison Meyers Publishing. Nineteen forty-nine.”
While her accent is far from perfect, she has spoken in English. She has also recited more information than appears on the spine, information no doubt from the title page inside.
When she parts her lips to speak again, I’m sure she’s going to continue in my language to show I can no longer hide behind the excuse I don’t understand her. But her question is in Gaulish. 
Jovan says, “She wants to know where the book comes from.”
Dumont apparently can recite the title in English but doesn’t know enough to ask me a simple question. Just over Jovan’s shoulder, Langer and Madani are eagerly looking at me, and suddenly the pieces slide together in my mind. 
Instead of answering Jovan, I say in English to Langer and Madani, “Do you understand me?”
They whisper to each other behind a shield of upright palms. When they finish, Madani nods. 
“How much have you translated?” I ask.
After consulting with each other again, the woman says, “Trahns latt-e-did?”
Interesting. 
I decide to test her knowledge further. “Translated. In this case, it means the transformation of words and sentence structures from one foreign tongue to another.”
It’s instantly clear she and her companion understand only a few words at best.
I point at the book and say in Latin, “How much can you read?” 
Madani answers quickly. “All.” 
A lie. If they’ve deciphered a full paragraph, I would be shocked. 
There is a short conversation between the linguists and Dumont, at the end of which the professor says via Jovan, “You have not answered my question.”
“I don’t know where it’s from.” 
Technically this is true, but I’m sure she isn’t interested in which store Lidia picked it up from.
“Where?” she says, not hiding her annoyance.
“It belonged to my colleague, not me.”
“You are telling me you have not seen this book before?”
“That’s exactly what I’m telling you.” Again, not a lie. The only book Lidia showed me that she had with her was a textbook on World War II, an item she left in prewar Berlin, Germany.
“But you can read it,” Dumont says.
My mind is working overtime. When I leave here, not only will I need the chaser, I must have the book, too. It’s Lidia’s roadmap of destruction that will guide me as I unravel her mess. 
Until I can actually obtain the items, getting access to the book is a step in the right direction. “I should be able to. But from the words on the side, I can see it is written in a—” I pause. Dialect is not a word I know in any language other than my own, and it takes a bit of creative back and forth before I think Jovan knows what I mean. Once he adds it to what I’ve already said, I continue, “I’m not as familiar with it, so it might take me a little time to figure it out.”
“I think you are not telling us the truth,” Dumont says.
I’m dancing on the edge of a knife, but I can’t stop now. “Why would I do that? You’ve saved my friend and me. I want to help. I just thought you should be aware of that before I do anything so that you’re not disappointed if it takes me longer than you were expecting.”
It feels as if she is staring into my soul. I force myself to believe the words I said. For Iffy’s sake. And for Ellie’s. I’m the only chance they’ve got to live again.
When Dumont finally looks away, I sense maybe I’ve succeeded. The effort, though, has sucked up much of my strength, and if I weren’t already standing against the table, I’d be grabbing it to steady myself.
Any sign of my weakness is masked by a sharp set of words from Shim. I understand he and not but little else.
Though Dumont’s response doesn’t come with the anger from before, there is a stern undercurrent of displeasure. 
The tense conversation continues for nearly a minute and concludes with Shim wheeling around and storming out the door. My guess is, I may have been able to satisfy Dumont for now but the same can’t be said for Shim.
After Dumont picks up the book, Langer gathers and folds the cloth while Madani places the container back in the center of the table.
“Your help will be appreciated,” Dumont says, sounding like she means it. Madani puts the book in the box.
I’m not fooled by her show of kindness. She didn’t take me from my cell to be her friend. I’m only here to help her understand the book and the chaser. Once she’s satisfied she’s wrung everything she can out of me, I have a feeling she’ll have me eliminated. 
Before it reaches that point, I need to be gone. And I’ll have to take Jovan with me.



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
 
TOMORROW WILL MARK the start of the sixth week since I was shown Lidia’s book. I’ve spent every day since then working on translating it, from shortly after dawn until well past sundown. Jovan has been with me constantly, as have Madani and Langer. I have seen Dumont only twice, both instances lasting less than five minutes when she stopped in to check on our progress. As for the chaser, I haven’t been shown a projection of it since that first time, and am no closer to knowing where the device is being kept. 
The box containing the history book is always in the room with us in case it’s needed, but most of the time I work from photographic copies to “not damage the artifact.” I’ve been concentrating on the easier words—articles, prepositions, pronouns—drawing out the translation of each as long as I can, and then spending days applying the new word throughout the manuscript.
I know this is not how translations are typically done. A word-for-word exchange never works. But it’s the only way I can think of to keep the pace slow. Madani and Langer don’t seem to mind, and in fact appear to be relishing the experience. The only times they seem even slightly annoyed is right after one of Dumont’s visits. A reaction, I assume, to the professor’s desire for results. My plodding progress will not be tolerated much longer, but I intend to draw it out until that moment arrives. And when it does, I’ll find some other way to apply the brakes.
As I expected, the pictures and maps are the big problems. Not a day goes by without Madani or Langer or both asking me about one of the images. I’ve given explanations that make little sense to them, but that tactic will also soon wear thin. 
Dinner waits for Jovan and me in our room when our work is done. Most nights, Jovan barely finishes his before stumbling to bed and passing out.
Not me.
Tonight, like on most nights, my eyes will remain open for several more hours before I allow myself to sleep. This is my thinking time, my planning time, my time to remember.
Usually, I walk around the compound, going over everything I know about the facility, adding in the few tidbits I may have picked up that day, and always ending by repeating over and over, “Find the chaser. Extract my blood. Dry it. Rekey the chaser. Make things right.” It helps focus me through the tedium, and keeps me from losing sight of my real purposes. 
Without the chaser, I have no idea what the exact date is. The calendar they use here is not the same as in mine and Iffy’s worlds. The best I can figure is that it’s either late February or early March 2019, but I could be off by a week or two. All I know is, the nights are still chilly so we’re still in winter.
When I first started my nighttime walks, a soldier—seemingly a different one every night—followed me wherever I went. After a few days, though, whatever suspicions my actions garnered apparently eased to the point where my shadow was canceled. 
I’m under no delusion this means I’m not still being watched. I’m sure the guards on the walls and those stationed in each of the buildings routinely report on my progress. Just as I’m sure the facility’s staff and student body do the same.
Though there’s a night here and there when I just wander as my mind whirls away, most evenings I use the time to familiarize myself with the grounds and the few buildings Jovan and I are now allowed to enter.
The building with the catwalk behind it remains on the off-limits list, but I have access to one that appears nearly identical. It doesn’t have the catwalk and offshoot to the beach attached to the back, but that’s the only outside difference I can see. If the interiors are the same, then the catwalk should be accessible via a room along the back that requires one of those special discs to enter. 
Over the weeks, I’ve made a handful of what I’d call acquaintances, mostly students I acknowledge with a smile or a nod as we pass one another. The exceptions are the two professors and five students working in the observatory whom I’ve gotten to know a bit better.
My relationship with them started in response to me standing outside the building looking up at the stars. Eventually I was invited in and shown the telescope. The only other telescopes I’ve seen have been in books in other timelines, but this one doesn’t look all that dissimilar from them. The system here even uses computers to control the devices, and cameras and monitors to view the results. 
The observatory team has grown used to my visits, so no one even bats an eye as I meander through the building. As impressive as the telescope setup is, however, I’m partial to the deck running around the outside of the domed roof. From there, if the fog hasn’t rolled in, I can see for miles and miles in every direction.
The main part of Saint Jakup—which I have learned is the name of the city that sits where San Diego would be—is hidden from Trinity by the undulating coastal terrain, but the glow of its lights rises into the sky with more intensity than I remember San Diego ever producing. 
The city’s name is interesting. Jakup, if I’m not mistaken, is a variation of Jacob, which is itself a variation of James. Diego is the Spanish version of James. So in essence the city has the same name in both Iffy’s world and this one. Are there constants in time that are difficult to alter? It’s an interesting question, but one for which I’ll probably never know the answer.
On the distant hills lies a carpet of lights from the shanties we drove through on our way here. From my elevated position, I can even see most of the border between Skiron Sum and the neighboring district. The fence is lit by floodlights, drawing an illuminated line east from the ocean at least a dozen miles, where another line, distant but just as obvious, runs north for maybe twenty more miles before a third line heads back to the beach. The area inside the border is nowhere near as crowded as the land that surrounds it. The difference between the haves and have-nots.
For a while, I watch the lights of boats on the ocean—giant vessels traveling up and down the coast in groups of ten or more—then I gaze at the southern rail toward the place where my apartment would be. I can pretend I’m almost home, that soon I will be sharing a meal with my sister and my girlfriend, that I will be sleeping with Iffy in my arms. As happens every time I fall into this waking dream, it fades far too quickly. 
With an ache in my heart, I head back downstairs.
The moment I reenter the main part of the observatory, Ravi says, “Denny, Denny. Here, please.” He speaks only Gaulish but has learned to keep his sentences simple for me.
He’s sitting at his station, excited. Several of the others are leaning in behind him, looking at his computer. I walk over and position myself so I can see his screen. 
A bright blob about the size of a penny sits just off center in a field of black. 
“Meercarious,” Ravi says.
“No understand.”
He tries to explain but I’m lost.
Another student, Clora, who speaks a little Latin, says, “Roma god. Meercarious.”
Mercury? That must be it.
I look at the screen again and think the blob is the planet. It was named by the Romans long before Lidia allowed the Mongols to have their way with Europe, so it wouldn’t be surprising if the name remained the same. But the blob is more oblong than round, and appears to be rotating end over end. 
“What is it?” I ask.
“Meecarious,” Clora repeats. Then with one palm out like she’s about to pray single-handedly, she moves it steadily upward while emitting a static-like sound from her mouth. She’s talking about a spaceship.
“Where go?” I say, glancing at the screen.
She shakes her head and makes a fist with her left hand. After gesturing around the room with her right, she points at the fist and uses her right index finger to rotate around and around it. 
Either it’s a ship temporarily orbiting Earth, or it’s a space station.
I think.
Who knows?
I watch for a while longer and then head for the door. As I near the exit, I notice the coatrack mounted to the nearby wall. I must have passed it a dozen times without even thinking about it. There are three cream-colored jackets and one gray one hanging from it. They are the equivalent of lab coats, cream for students and gray for professors. Attached to the gray and one of the cream are round discs that look exactly like what Dumont uses to unlock doors.
Will one of these unlock the doors of the catwalk building? My best bet is the one on the professor’s coat. I’m tempted to steal it right now and try it out, but I don’t. There’s likely a way to activate and deactivate the discs, and if someone discovers his or hers is missing, the person would report it and the disc would be turned off, making it useless. Any theft needs to wait until right before I’m ready to go.
At least now I know where to find one.
__________
I’M WORKING ON a section dealing with the Justinian era of the Byzantine Empire late one afternoon when the room shakes. A small earthquake, I think. Having grown up in this part of the world, I’m used to the earth moving so I barely glance up before returning to what I was doing.
The second shake is longer, accompanied by a distant thud. I don’t remember ever experiencing something like that before. Madani and Langer also appear concerned. They talk for a moment and then Madani rushes from the room.
“What’s going on?” I whisper to Jovan.
“I’m not sure. Stay ready.”
“Ready for what?”
He doesn’t answer, and instead moves his gaze back and forth between Langer and the door.
Another shake, longer still, with the same noise, only louder. No more than five seconds pass before the building rocks so hard, I have to grab the edge of the desk to keep from falling. At the same time, several light fixtures break loose from the ceiling, one swinging down and nearly hitting Jovan’s head. 
A second later, the door flies open and Madani runs in, accompanied by three soldiers.
“The box!” he yells at Langer.
Already scared, I find it even more unnerving that she doesn’t ask him what’s going on. She simply grabs the box and runs toward him like she already knows.
As she reaches him, he shouts at Jovan and me, “Come, come!”
The rumbling and shaking return, this time seeming to go on and on and on. Much of the equipment that’s been sitting in the corridor has either toppled over or shifted position, forcing us to weave around the mess. And we aren’t the only ones hurrying to leave. Dozens of students are moving with us, slowing us down. 
When we near the exit, the ground shakes so hard no one is left standing. Jovan helps me back to my feet. Langer is up also, the box clutched to her chest.
“Hurry!” she yells as she races outside, one of the guards right behind her. 
I look around for Madani and the other two guards. I freeze.
A section of the corridor ceiling has fallen on them. The feet of the guards are sticking out from under the debris. I wish the same were true about Madani. He lies on the floor like he’s reaching out to me. Only where his head should be is a large chunk of concrete.
“Let’s go!” Jovan shouts, pulling my arm.
We rush outside into chaos—people running in all directions, some screaming, some yelling, some shaking in fear. While the sun is low on the horizon, there’s still plenty of light for me to pick out pillars of black and gray smoke rising from the land southeast of the compound. 
“What the hell is going on?” 
The moment the words are out of my mouth, an explosion about a quarter mile away throws a house high into the air. More explosions follow, each moving closer to our position.
As I look to the sky, thinking we’re being bombarded by an airplane, a shell flies directly over the compound and explodes in the ocean behind us. Not airplanes—cannons or rockets.
Jovan pulls at me again but I resist. “Which way did Langer go?” It’s not the woman I care about, but the book.
“What does it matter? We have to get out of here!”
I whirl around in a circle, and finally spot her climbing a ladder someone has set against a building three structures away. On the roof are several soldiers. When Langer reaches the top, Dumont steps out from behind the men. She, too, is holding a box. In my heart I know it contains the chaser. 
I run toward the ladder. 
Jovan yells, “Where are you going?” 
This draws Dumont’s attention. She waves at me to come up as fast as possible. 
She still needs me. I am her key. Before I reach the ladder, though, an explosion right outside the compound gates knocks me off my feet. 
Dirt and rocks rain down around me. I roll under a nearby transport and wait until the debris storm subsides. When I extract myself, Dumont is no longer standing at the edge of the roof. No one is, and I wonder if the roof has collapsed and taken them with it. But then I hear a deep humming noise, and a second later an aircraft that looks like none I’ve ever seen lifts from the roof into the sky.
“No!” I yell as I race to the ladder. 
The explosion has knocked it over, but I quickly get it back against the building and take the rungs two at a time to the top. Running out onto the now empty roof, I wave my hands above my head at the aircraft, but it’s moving west over the ocean and gaining speed with every second. 
While more shells explode behind me, I watch the vehicle travel a mile from shore, then turn south and shrink to a black dot before disappearing altogether. 
“Denny!” 
Jovan’s voice breaks my trance. I turn and see him peeking over the top of the roof from the ladder. 
“We must go,” he says. “Now, or we’ll both die!”
For a moment, I think maybe that would be better. Maybe it’s my time. Karma will finally extract its revenge for my sins. 
“Denny! Come on!”
I hesitate a second longer, and then head toward him. Maybe my crimes do need to be atoned for, but my death at this moment would harm more than just me. I need to remember Iffy and Ellie. They don’t deserve to remain erased. Until I’ve exhausted every possible chance of bringing them back, I must not stop in my quest to fix the past. 
I hurry over to the ladder but stop before climbing on. The explosions have ceased. I scan the area beyond the facility’s walls. In the twilight, the fires that dot the land are blazing, their streams of smoke blending into the darkening sky.
For a moment, I wonder if the attack was called off because Dumont escaped, but then I see a convoy of heavily armed vehicles moving down the road toward Trinity. If those are soldiers aligned with Dumont coming to help us, the professor would have stayed long enough to get me aboard her plane. No, the trucks must contain whoever has been shelling the area. And the fact they’re heading here means Trinity has been the target all along.
I hop on the ladder and hurry to the bottom where Jovan is waiting. When he starts for the gate, I say, “No. We can’t go that way.”
“Why not?”
I tell him what I saw.
“But there’s no other way out,” he says.
“There is.” 
I lead him to the building with the catwalk behind it as students and professors rush around us, no one seeming to know where to go. My gaze moves from person to person, checking for access discs attached to their garments, but I don’t see any. 
When we reach the entrance, I try the door, but it’s locked. I look around again, and this time spot Clora from the observatory. She’s standing at the edge of the parking area having an animated conversation with Ravi. Both are wearing their lab coats. They’re not professors, but it’s possible their discs will open the doors. 
I yell their names and wave them over.
Clora seems hesitant, but Ravi immediately heads our way so she follows. He starts talking before he even reaches us.
“He says there’s a hidden storage area in the basement of the observatory,” Jovan tells me. “He’s inviting us to go with him. Sounds good to me.”
“No,” I say. “I have a better idea. Ask them for one of their keys.”
When Jovan does, Clora pulls her disc out of her pocket a moment before Ravi does the same.
I hold out my hand to Clora. “May I?”
“Why?” 
“I know a way out.”
“We can hide in the basement,” Ravi argues.
“There are soldiers headed here right now. Not the friendly kind. Do you really think they won’t find us there?”
As soon as Jovan finishes translating what I said, Clora and Ravi start angrily whispering at each other. They obviously have different ideas about what we should do. 
I’m about to tell them there’s no time to argue when the gate to the compound blows open, making my point for me.
I yank the disc out of Clora’s hand and wave it next to the access pad of the building’s door. It unlocks.
“Follow me!” I yell as I pull the handle.
When I look back to make sure they’re coming, I see soldiers rushing in through the gate in uniforms the same style and shade of dark green as Dux Shim’s. 
Is this a coup? Or an alliance that’s being broken? Whatever’s going on, now is not the time for me to try to figure it out.
“Stay with me!” I run down the hall.
As I hoped, the building’s layout is nearly identical to the one I explored earlier. I get thrown off once by a wall that shouldn’t be there, but I figure a way around it and we’re soon standing in front of the door to the room at the back of the building.  
When I press Clora’s disc against the reader, the door doesn’t open. I try again, still nothing. I curse under my breath as I try a third time.
Behind me, Ravi says something.
“The disc won’t work,” Jovan says. “He says they’re probably not authorized to get into whatever’s behind there.”
I look around. “We need to find something to break through.”
“Why? What’s on the other side?” Clora asks.
Bursts of gunfire crackle from back in the compound. The shooters aren’t close but they will be before long.
“Our way out.” Before they can ask any more questions, I say, “Stay here,” and run down the corridor, searching for anything that could break open the door. In an unlocked janitorial closet, I find a metal cylinder, about six inches in diameter and three feet long, that has some weight to it. I have no idea what it’s normally used for but it should be perfect for what I need to do. 
My return to the others is underscored by the sound of more gunfire.
“Move! Move!” I yell as I run up.
Whether they understand the words or not, they move away from the door and I smash the cylinder against it. It takes three more hits before the door swings open. I let the others enter before I follow and shut the door again. If someone does a thorough search of the building, the damaged door will be a red flag, but hopefully it will stand up to any quick checks the soldiers might perform.
The room is wide but not deep. I panic when I don’t see any doors along the back wall. Could I have made a miscalculation and there’s no way to get to the catwalk from inside?
But then I spot the access panel, low on the back wall at the far corner. It’s painted the same color as the wall. When I yank on the recessed handle, the panel pops open, revealing a three-foot-square opening that goes in about a foot before ending at another panel. When I open this second one, fresh ocean air pushes past me and I can see the catwalk.
“Whoever comes through last, shut these doors. Understand?” I say. 
Jovan conveys my instructions and they all nod.
I squeeze through first and shimmy onto the catwalk. It’s just wide enough for me to fit between the wall and the ocean-side railing. When I reach the end, I see the downward-sloping structure is a six-inch pipe that passes up through the catwalk and enters the building one story above me. Attached to the pipe on the catwalk level is a wheeled valve—an emergency shutoff for whatever the pipe carries, I’m guessing.
A burst of panicked words spills from Clora’s mouth, which Jovan translates as, “What are we doing out here? I thought you said there was a way out!” He adds his own, “There is a way, right?”
I nod. “The beach.”
He looks over the railing. “Down the pipe?”
I nod again. 
He tells Clora and Ravi, and they both look at him incredulously. 
I gesture back toward the compound. “It’s either get shot out there or climb down here. You can do whatever you want.”
Without waiting for their response, I climb over the railing and use it like a ladder to move down until I’m hanging off the bottom of the catwalk. I can’t be more than a few drops of sweat away from losing my grip and falling to my death when I make it to the pipe and wrap my arm around it.
“If you’re coming, let’s go,” I shout, and start my way down.
The pipe is easy enough to hang on to. The problem is the cliff face, and it takes all my concentration to avoid being knocked loose by one of the many rocky outcroppings.
After what seems like forever, my feet finally touch bottom. I move to the side and look up for the first time since I started my descent. Two silhouettes are moving down the pipe, with Jovan the closest. The other is much higher on the cliff and hard to identify. I don’t see a third—on the pipe or the catwalk.
Jovan lets out a triumphant laugh as he reaches the ground and wraps me in a bear hug, lifting me off my feet. After he releases me, he says, “This is a great idea. How did you know?”
“A prisoner always knows the ways out, right?”
Jovan grins.
“Who’s missing?” I look back up at the pipe.
“I don’t know. They were arguing when I left.”
It’s not until the silhouette comes much closer that I make out Clora’s shoulder-length hair. 
“What happened to Ravi?” I ask when she’s down.
“He couldn’t do it. Said it was safer the other way.”
Ravi has always been friendly to me, and I fear he has chosen the pathway to death. But there’s nothing we can do about it.
I turn toward the south. “Let’s get moving.” 
“Hold on,” Jovan said. “Where are we going?”
My choice of direction is based on it being the direction in which Dumont’s aircraft headed, but I’m not sure I want to share that information in front of Clora. “Anywhere but here.”
“Do you have friends in Saint Jakup?”
“The only friend I have is you.”
“Then you’re lucky, because we won’t get far going in that direction.” He points north. “That way’s our only chance.” 
He runs and I follow. But we don’t get far before I realize I don’t hear Clora. Looking back, I see she hasn’t moved.
“Clora,” I shout.
She blinks and slow turns toward me.
“We need to keep moving.”
For a moment, she doesn’t move, but then she nods and jogs toward me.



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
 
FOR THE NEXT thirty minutes or so, we hear sporadic gunfire coming from the compound. Finally it either stops or we’ve traveled too far to hear it anymore, and the only sounds are those of the waves crashing on the beach and our feet running across the sand.
The cliffs have fallen away, and we are walking along a strip of land with ocean on one side and a large lagoon on the other. Beyond the small body of water are city lights, more than there were in Skiron Sum, but nowhere near as many as in the concentrated areas of Saint Jakup. 
Ahead, where the lagoon ends, I see additional lights closer to the ocean. This worries me, and I voice my concern to Jovan.
“Don’t worry,” he says. “No one will see us.”
The lights turn out to be a series of homes right next to the beach. On the land side of the homes is a field several acres wide that separates the houses from the rest of the—I’m not sure I’d call it a city; it’s more of a town. 
Jovan leads us into this clearing. During the day, we would be exposed to anyone looking out a window, but in the dark of night we are ghosts. The field goes on for a good mile before it ends at a well-lit road connecting the beach homes to the rest of the town. We stop about a hundred feet shy of the street. On the other side is a string of businesses, most of which appear to be still open. Which means we’re now surrounded on three sides by civilization. Unless we go back the way we’ve come, we’ll have to pass through part of it. 
“You have a plan, I hope,” I say.
“There’s a place I know where we can hide out and no one will find us.”
“How far?”
His answer is in the units of distance they use here, a system I have not figured out. 
I ask instead, “How long will it take?”
“If we don’t run into any problems, we might reach it before the sun rises.”
That’s still almost half a day away.
He starts walking again, but before he takes two steps, Clora says something. They talk, their conversation not exactly heated, but not calm, either. 
“What’s going on?” I ask. 
Jovan says, “She wants to go east. She has family in Setterlund.” At least I think he said Setterlund. “I told her it’s safer if she stays with us, but she doesn’t seem to care.”
Safer—maybe, maybe not. What’s more important to me is, she’s my last link to Dumont. Though I have never seen them together—maybe they’ve never even spoken to each other—they were both at Trinity. Even if Clora doesn’t know where Dumont went, she might know a way to find out. Without her, I have no chance.
So it is more for selfish reasons than Clora’s well-being that I say in Latin, “Please. Stay. Better if we are together now. Later can go. I promise. Tonight, not safe.”
She frowns and looks away as she mulls it over. When she turns back, she nods. “Tonight, yes. Tomorrow I go.”
The pressure in my chest eases a bit. I’d rather she didn’t add the last part, but I can worry about that in the morning.
Jovan leads us through the streets, keeping us in the shadows as much as possible. Anytime we see someone, we change direction and find a way around the person. This isn’t as difficult as it might sound. It’s still relatively early in the evening and there aren’t many people about. I don’t know if that’s normal or there’s some reason for it.
Like the other places I’ve seen in Saint Jakup, there are soldiers here. We see them mainly standing on street corners, in their gray uniforms with bands of gold on their hats. They’re not out in force, though. The action that occurred—maybe is still occurring—back at Trinity doesn’t seem to be a concern here. So we work our way around the soldiers in the same manner we bypassed others. It is a tension-filled hour before we finally reach a darkened stretch of beach again.
For most of the remaining night, we follow the water as the inland towns become sparser and sparser. Several times Clora asks Jovan a worried-sounding question that he quickly answers. The first few times I ask him what the problem is, but he always says it’s nothing to worry about so I stop pressing him.
I’m not sure what marker tells him it’s time to turn inland, but that’s what we do a couple of hours before sunrise. I haven’t been paying that much attention to the inland side for a while, so it surprises me there’s only one very small town nearby, straight east of us. To the south I can see the glows of villages we’ve passed, but to the north, the land and the sky are completely dark. It’s as if that portion of the coast has yet to be settled, a situation not shared with my world or Iffy’s. 
We walk through the shrub-covered land for nearly a quarter hour before Jovan stops and looks around as if he’s lost. His face brightens a few moments later, though, as he spots something to the northeast. 
“This way,” he says, and heads in that direction.
Initially, the only things I see ahead are a few trees clumped together at the top of a small rise. But when we’re about two hundred yards from them, I notice a dark line of something running between us and the base of the hill. At first I think it’s the wall of an old building, but then I see it continues both east and west with no visible end.
Another fence?
My guess is confirmed a few minutes later when we get closer. The fence appears to be made out of tightly woven wire that makes it difficult to see through. It’s tall, too, much taller than the fence that surrounds Skiron Sum, and has seven sharp wires strung along the top.
The message it conveys could not be clearer: do not pass this point.
“Another district border?” I ask.
“Not quite,” Jovan says.
“Then why’s it here?” I ask.
“You’ll see soon enough.” 
I look at the fence again. “We’re never going to be able to climb over it.”
“We don’t need to.”
Clora looks at us, confused. 
She asks Jovan a question, but his answer is as short and dismissive as the ones he gave me. He picks up the pace, clearly not wanting to talk anymore.
We parallel the fence eastward for another few minutes before we turn south again, away from it, and head toward a rock formation about a hundred feet away. Instead of moving around it, Jovan walks up to the base and slips sideways into the narrow gap between two rocks. 
“Where are you going?” I ask.
“Hold on.”
I look at Clora, but she seems to be lost in thought and doesn’t return my gaze. It’s maybe half a minute before I hear Jovan working his way back to us. When he reaches the end of the gap, he leans out. 
“It’s tight and it’s dark, so you’ll need to listen to my voice,” he says.
“You want us to follow you?”
“Trust me.”
He has a similar conversation with Clora before he disappears again. 
I wave for Clora to go first. She doesn’t look happy about it but squeezes into the gap anyway. I give her some time to move away from the entrance, and then I too slip inside.
It’s dark, all right, and tight. The passage goes on for a lot longer than I expected, and I’m getting the sense we’re moving downslope. 
“Slow down,” Jovan says after a couple of minutes. “Feel with your front foot. You’re almost to the steps.”
Steps? I do as he says, and maybe another three feet down the passage, my toe finds the drop-off. 
“As you go down, the tunnel will widen but there’s no need to rush. And if you count your steps, you should hit the bottom on twenty-three.”
Five steps down and the passageway expands enough for me to finally face forward. Ten additional steps and I can extend my arms a little to the side.
Nineteen.
Twenty.
Twenty-one.
Twenty-two.
Flat ground.
I stop. “Where are you?”
I hear a match ignite, and suddenly we are in light.
“Now you light it?” I ask.
“I wasn’t carrying it before.” Jovan picks up a stick with some cloth wrapped around one end that was lying in a pile of similar branches in an alcove. He touches the flame to the cloth, and we have a torch.
“It’s not that far,” he says, starting down the tunnel away from the stairs.
We go maybe a hundred yards before we reach another set of stairs. We climb up, and reenter the world through a hole covered by planks of wood that Jovan moves out of the way after he douses the torch.
I see the lights of the nearby town again, but they’re on the other side of the fence now. We are in the dark land.
“There’s some shelter just a few miles from here.” Jovan looks toward the eastern horizon. “It’s going to be close, but I think we can get there before daylight.”
We pass through several shallow indentations in the land before I become curious enough to stop and look back. There are dozens of dents stretching out on either side of our path, nearly uniform in size but with no pattern to their placement. In fact, several appear to overlap. 
It’s as if a giant knelt beside this place and poked a finger against the ground over and over.
Or—
“Jovan,” I say. “Where are we?”
“Loopon Beach.”
He pronounces the name with surprising reverence, in a way that assumes I know it. I don’t, but Clora clearly does. She slowly turns to take in the sight, her arms wrapped around her chest, a look of apprehension in her eyes. 
I want to ask what happened here, but Jovan has started walking again so I decide to wait. There will be plenty of time for questions when we reach our destination. 
The dented ground is soon replaced by something that catches me even more off guard—a cracked roadway liberally covered by soil and plants. As we continue, I notice the foundations of houses off to the sides.
This land is not unsettled. It’s abandoned. 
Jovan leads us to a cluster of low hills. By the time we near them, the eastern sky has begun to lighten. When we come around the base of the nearest hill, I’m surprised to see the husks of several buildings tucked into the shallow valley.
If this is where Jovan wants to hide, I can’t deny it’s remote. But how are we going to survive out here for even a few days? Where will we get water? And food?
I ask him this, but he acts like he doesn’t hear me and continues weaving through the ruins. 
Five minutes later, he stops next to a pair of rusty metal doors embedded in the ground, grabs the handle of one, and pulls. The door seems reluctant to open, so I reach down to help.
The hinges whine as we move the door out of the way. I can see the top step of concrete stairs inside, but everything else is black.
“Wait here,” Jovan says before descending into the darkness. 
Based on the sound of his footsteps, I figure the stairs don’t go down very far and he’s soon moving around a room. He curses a few times as he bangs into objects. Suddenly a glow pushes back against the darkness, growing steadily brighter until Jovan appears at the bottom of the stairs, holding a candle. 
“Come down. And close the door.”
To say Clora looks dubious would be an understatement. I’m sure the expression on my face isn’t much different, but I say to her, “It is okay.”
She hesitates, and then starts down the stairs. When she’s out of my way, I step inside and pull the groaning door shut.
“This way,” Jovan says when I reach the bottom.
He leads us across what was once a basement. The room is still large, though the building above has partially collapsed into the space and much of it is taken up by shelving units, some tipped on their side. I get the feeling this was a cellar for a business, not a home. 
Jovan takes us to an aisle between two of the units where there are a few chairs, a short stack of dirty blankets, a box that seems to be acting as a table, and several items stacked neatly on nearby shelves. All the stuff is dusty, like it has been sitting here untouched for a long, long time.
Jovan pulls two more candles out of a box, lights them with the one already burning, and sets them in small pots filled with sand. 
“What is this place?” I ask.
“My home, I guess.” He looks around almost wistfully. “It’s where I hid out.”
“Hid out?” Clora asks. “From what?” 
Unless a general announcement was made back at the research facility that let everyone know about Jovan and me, Clora is likely unaware of our imprisoned past. I’m not sure how she’ll react to the truth.
Jovan says, “When I ran away.”
“Why did you run away?” 
He shrugs. “I was young. It was…many years ago. Lucky for us, it looks like no one’s found this place since I left.”
“Of course no one has,” she says, her expression hardening. “No one’s allowed here.”
“There are many things people aren’t allowed to do that they do anyway.”
She frowns. “I shouldn’t be here. I need to go home. My family will be worried.”
“We’ll get you home,” I say before Jovan can answer. “I don’t know about you, but I’m exhausted. How about we get some rest first and give things a little time to calm down?”
As I hoped, she’s smart enough to realize she won’t get far in her current condition. She reluctantly nods.
Jovan picks up an unopened box of crackers, gives it a shake, and grins. “As long as bugs haven’t gotten inside, these should be good to eat.”
No bugs, but no taste, either. We’re so hungry, though, it doesn’t matter. We polish off two and a half boxes, washing them down with three bottles of a sugary drink that Jovan pulls from a case in the next row over. 
We spread the blankets out, and Jovan and Clora fall asleep only seconds after lying down. 
As tired as I am, I can’t help but lie here for a few minutes, thinking about Dumont and the chaser.
I must not let myself be caught.
I must locate Dumont.
I must find the chaser, extract my blood, dry it, rekey the chaser, make things right.
I mu…
__________
MY EYES OPEN slowly, and for a moment I think I’m in my room at Trinity.
I tilt my head toward faint light coming from my left, and am confronted by the shadow of a shelf half a foot away.
Jovan’s hideaway. 
Right.
As I sit up, I stretch out the kinks gained from sleeping on a concrete mattress, and then turn again toward the light. It’s coming from a flickering candle near the stairs, at the other end of the basement. 
I check my friends, and see Clora’s prone silhouette but not Jovan’s.
I get to my feet and tiptoe over to the candle. The door at the top of the stairs is open, and the light breeze drifting in is what’s making the candle dance. 
I climb to the top and step out into a cool night. I see Jovan, but don’t know it at first. His shadow is part of the hilltop across from the basement opening. It’s not until he lifts something to his face and sets it back down that I realize it’s him. 
He acknowledges me with a nod as I hike up to the ruins of a wall he’s sitting on. 
“Been out here long?” I ask, taking a spot next to him.
“Since about sunset.”
“When was that?”
“An hour ago, maybe. Not really sure.”
The scattered street lamps of the town on the other side of the fence dot the land maybe four or five miles away, while the glow of Saint Jakup pushes into the night farther to the south.
I look north and east and am once more struck by the total absence of light.
In Iffy’s world, this location would be no more than forty miles or so from the beginning of the Orange County/Los Angeles megacity. Between here and there, with the exception of a military base that stretches for several miles, her coast would be lined with towns whose lights we would at least see hints of from here. But there is absolutely nothing. It’s as if we are at the edge of the world, and if we go any farther north or east, we’d fall off.
“You called this”—I pause as I try to remember what name Jovan used—“Loop Beach?”
“Loopon.” 
“What happened here?”
“I thought they taught about this place everywhere.”
“Not where I come from.”
He considers this but doesn’t seem surprised. He’s lived around me for months now, and has been working hand in hand with me on the book translation, so he knows I’m different from others in many ways. 
When he speaks again, his voice is low, like he’s worried his words will offend the hills around us. The story he tells is of a great war. I’m not sure if it started as an internal conflict or one between nations, as the names of the battling factions mean nothing to me, but what I do get is that the fighting spread across oceans and continents. Their version of a world war. 
Though the hostilities ended forty years ago, I get the impression that, in some ways, the conflict is still going on. He tells me of the unsteady peace in places like Saint Jakup and Rome and Jerusalem and Kabul and Tokyo and dozens of places with names unique to this reality.
In western North America, battles raged up and down the Pacific coast, and at some point weapons were used that made the land to the immediate north and to the east unlivable. He tells me the closest bomb went off about an hour to the north. I assume the weapons were nuclear, but when I try asking, he doesn’t understand. 
The farthest south the fighting came was here at Loopon Beach, where scars of the fierce battle remain. 
“Everything north of Tolovic was declared off limits,” he says, motioning toward the lights of the nearest town. “The fence went up, and even today people are told there is only death on this side.”
“Is there?”
“Yes, farther north. But here, no.”
“How can you know that?”
He stares at the vista for several seconds. “My father.”
“And how did he know?”
“Because it was his job to know. That’s why they killed him. That’s why they killed my mother, and my brother, and my uncle, and aunt, and their kids.”
“I don’t understand. They killed your family because your father knew it was safe here?”
“He was an official in Eurus Sum. It’s an eastern district of the Saint Jakup Protectorate. He saw the reports. He talked to scientists. He knew there was good land beyond the fence, and he started pushing to expand into it. But those higher up liked the fences where they were. The barriers created just the right amount of fear to keep their people in line.”
“Why weren’t you killed, too?”
“Simple. I wasn’t home.”
“So when you found out what happened, you came here because you knew you’d be safe?”
“I hid out a while inside Saint Jakup, but eventually, yes.”
“How did you end up in prison?”
“I told you. I’m a thief.” He smiles without humor. “This area might be a good place to hide, but there’s no food or supplies. I’d sneak back to the other side through the tunnel and take what I needed. I was in Genoa Park—that’s just south of Tolovic—when I was caught stealing some vegetables.”
“Why didn’t they kill you, then?”
“If I was in Eurus Sum, they’d have probably recognized me and done just that. But Genoa Park is part of Boreas Sum, and they believed the fake name I gave them so they had no idea who I really was. I was just a drifter and a thief who needed to be punished.”
“You’re not Jovan?”
“I am now.”
We sit quietly for a minute or so. 
“Coming here was a good idea,” I say. “Thank you.”
More silence, then, “They were coming for you, weren’t they? You and the book and that box we were shown on our first day at Trinity.”
“Yeah.” My guess is that Shim decided she wanted me and my device all to herself, so she violently terminated whatever uneasy alliance there had been between her group and Dumont’s. 
“We won’t be staying here long, will we?”
“You should. It seems safe here.”
“But you’re going after Dumont?”
“I don’t have a choice.”
“You really think you can find her on your own?”
“I’m hoping Clora will have an idea of where she went.”
Jovan snickers. “Okay. Let’s say she does. What then? You head through a city that speaks a language you don’t know? Never mind the thousands of soldiers who will be looking specifically for you. That sounds like an excellent plan.”
“I know. I probably won’t make it. But I told you, I don’t have a choice.”
“No, I don’t expect you do.” He leans forward, his arms resting on his knees. “What does the box do?”
“Navigation. It’s…experimental.”
“Top secret.”
“Yes.”
“All right. Don’t tell me about the box, but how about explaining the book. Pretty elaborate for a make-believe history.”
“I agree. It’s very professionally done.”
He considers me for a second, and then smiles to himself and rises to his feet. “I’m coming with you.”
I jump up. “Whoa. Hold on. I didn’t ask you to. You’ll be safer here.”
“I’m sure I would be. But you’re never going to make it alone.”
“If you’re caught with me, I doubt they’ll just throw you back in prison.”
“That’s all right. I don’t want to go back to prison.” He starts down the hill.
“Jovan!” I say, following him. “I can’t ask you to come with me.”
“You didn’t. But I’m coming.”
__________
WE EAT DINNER outside, crackers again, though this time we wash them down with a bottle of wine that’s surprisingly not too bad, and talk about nothing too important, Jovan translating for Clora what she can’t say in Latin.
After a while, Jovan retrieves the radio he stashed here years ago, and I’m hopeful we’ll hear news about what’s happening on the other side of the fence. But the power discs—as he refers to them—are dead. 
Clora’s expression turns serious. “I’ve already stayed longer with you than I said I would. I’m going home. Tonight.” She pauses. “You…you both can come, too, if you want. You’ll be safe there.”
She’ll be safe there. Jovan and me, not so much. From what I’ve gleaned during our dinner conversation, Clora’s family is…if not well to do then comfortable, and I have a feeling her folks won’t be interested in harboring “wanted criminals.”
“It would be better if you gave it a few days to let things calm down,” Jovan says.
“Why? Trinity and Skiron Sum are a long way away. Besides, the attack was over a day ago. No one will care about us anymore. We’re not important.”
“What if they’re rounding up everyone who escaped?”
“Why would they do that?”
“I have no idea. Why would they attack Trinity in the first place?”
She has no answer for this. 
“I don’t like it, either, but Jovan is right,” I say. “It’ll be better if we give it a little more time. I promise, we’ll help you get home at the first opportunity.”
She sulks for a moment before saying, “Two days then I go, with or without you.”
“That’s fair,” I say.
We sit quietly for a few minutes. When the tension has dissipated enough, I ask Clora some innocuous questions about where she’s from. This seems to cheer her up, and she smiles and describes life in her home district. The place sounds more similar to Skiron Sum than the areas I’ve seen packed tight with the poor. I guide her toward talking about how she came to be at Trinity, and about the courses she was taking. She mentions Dumont once but I don’t say anything. Eventually the conversation turns to the attack.
“I just don’t understand what happened,” she says. “Trinity stays within the guidelines of the treaty. Even if Skiron Sum was being invaded, the soldiers should have never entered the outpost. We’re supposed to be protected.”
I nod as if I’ve been thinking the same thing, then nonchalantly say,
“When the explosions started, Jovan and I tried to leave with Professor Dumont but we didn’t make it to the roof on time.” 
“She was in the rotor?”
The word stumps me, but Jovan rushes to my rescue. “Yeah. They tried to wait, but attackers were already at the gate.”
“Not great for you, but lucky for me. I would have still been in the compound if you hadn’t still been around.”
“I haven’t thought about that, but yeah, I guess so,” he says, and then looks at me. “At some point, we’ll have to go looking for the professor.”
I want to grin at how he seamlessly steered the conversation. Instead, I say to Clora, “You wouldn’t happen to have any idea of where she might have gone or how we can get ahold of her, would you? Because I don’t even know where to start.”
“Me?” She looks surprised. “Why would I know? I’ve taken a class from her but I’ve never talked to her.”
I frown. “I thought as much. We’ll figure it out somehow.” I grab a cracker and take a bite. Then, as if the thought has just hit me, I swallow and say, “The outpost—that was number six?”
“Five,” she says.
“So it’s not the only one.”
“There are seven outposts.”
“And they’re all in Saint Jakup?”
She almost laughs. “You really haven’t heard of Trinity Education before, have you?”
I shake my head.
“The main facility’s in Rome, and of course there’s one in Karakorum.”
Karakorum. That’s a city from Mongol history that’s only ruins in my and Iffy’s futures. 
“Are there any others close to Saint Jakup?”
She thinks for a moment. “The closest is in Kyoto, I think. But that’s across the ocean.” Another pause. “Our outpost does have a few research stations. Maybe she went to one of those. I believe the nearest one’s on Shandong peninsula, along the inner gulf.”
I don’t know where the Shandong peninsula or inner gulf is, but the look on Jovan’s face tells me he does so I don’t press anymore.
Later, after Clora goes inside to lie down, I ask him about it. Shandong turns out to be the Baja peninsula of Iffy’s world, which means the inner gulf is the Gulf of California.
Even if it’s not where Dumont went, the research station—if it hasn’t been destroyed—is our best bet at finding out where she did go. 
The only problem is, there’s a lot of land between here and there.



CHAPTER NINE
 
 
I SCAN THE area between the hill I sit atop and the fence demarcating where civilization begins again.
Jovan promised he’d be back an hour ago, but I haven’t seen any sign of him. 
The old binoculars I’m using aren’t helping matters. They aren’t night vision, so all I can do is memorize the shadows and look for movement, but there’s been next to none.
I shouldn’t have let him leave but he insisted. “We’re almost out of water and we can’t just live on crackers. I’ll be in and out without anyone ever knowing I was there. Don’t worry. I used to do this all the time.”
“The last time you did it, you got caught.” 
“I won’t this time.”
I’m beginning to wonder if that was wishful thinking on his part. If he has been captured, the authorities will eventually turn him over to Shim, and she’ll get him to tell her where I am.
“Anything?”
I look back.
Clora, who was napping on the ground behind me, is sitting up now.
I shake my head.
She crawls over, sits on the rock next to me, and holds out her hand. “May I?” Without Jovan to translate, our conversations are succinct.
I give her the binoculars.
After only a few seconds of looking through them, she says, “Something happen.”
“Where?” I reach for the glasses, but she keeps them pressed to her eyes.
“Over Tolovic.” She gives the binoculars to me. As I look through them, she says, “East side. See?”
I do. The lights of at least a dozen aircraft are circling an area about two miles south of the fence, several shining as spotlights on the ground. A manhunt.
Jovan.
It would be too much of a coincidence for it to be something else.
I check the dark nearby land again but there’s still nothing, so I return my attention to the aircraft. If I can take anything positive from the sight, it’s that the searchers don’t seem to have found their prey.
I spend the better part of an hour alternating between looking for my friend and watching the aircraft. But when the first rays of light grace the eastern horizon, Clora and I reluctantly return to our basement hideaway. 
We try to sleep, but it’s no use. What I want to do is ignore the daylight and go back outside for another look around. I’m a hair’s width from doing just that when the door is yanked open and sunlight streams inside.
A dark shape descends the stairs and pulls the door shut again.
“For God’s sake, how about lighting a candle?” Jovan bellows.
“Where the hell have you been?” I yell back as I get one going.
Jovan navigates his way to our sleeping area and plops onto the ground. “Had to take the long way home.”
“We saw the…rotors and the searchlights. We thought you were caught.”
“So did I there for a moment. 
“What happened?”
“Someone must have seen me and called it in. I was coming out of the back of a bakery, and I suddenly heard all these patrol rotors heading my way. If I had left a half minute later, they would have spotted me for sure. As it was, I barely had time to slip into a garage and climb into the town’s drainage system.” He smiles. “Not the first time I’ve used it.”
He and I share a look, both knowing we are no longer safe here. If someone even half suspects the thief in Tolovic was either Jovan or me, it won’t be long before the searchers turn their attention north of the fence.
Jovan pulls a newly acquired backpack onto his lap. Opening it, he says, “Anyone thirsty?” He tosses us each a bottle of water before we can respond. “I have food, too. Real food.” He digs around inside. “Oh, and this.” 
He removes a package containing a ribbed cylinder about three inches long. When he opens it, several pieces fall out, and I realize it’s not a cylinder but a stack of power discs.
I grab the radio off the shelf. Jovan shoves a couple of discs into the appropriate slots and flips a switch. The screen lights up and an electronic buzz pulses from the speaker. Jovan turns the volume down several notches and fine-tunes the device, but picks up nothing but static.
“Too buried here.”
We relocate as far up the stairs as possible without opening the door, and Jovan tries again. This time we hear snippets of music and voices as he adjusts the tuning button. Finally he stops on a male voice that’s going at too fast a pace for me to understand. But whatever he’s saying causes Jovan’s brow to crease. Clora backs down the stairs to the basement floor as if something’s about to jump out of the device. 
“What’s he saying?” I ask.
Jovan lowers the volume some more. “It’s official. They’re definitely looking for us.”
Clora speaks almost as quickly as the announcer did. 
Jovan says, “She wants to know who we are.”
“Who we are? What exactly did that guy say?”
“That we’re dangerous, escaped prisoners.”
As he tells me this, Clora takes another step away.
“Don’t you think if we were going to hurt you, we would have done it a long time ago?” I ask.
She hesitates before saying, “You forced me here. You…you”—something I don’t understand—“me.” 
It takes Jovan a few tries to describe what she means. 
Kidnapped, or something close to that.
“You want to leave? Then go. If you can’t see it’s smarter to stay with us right now then we won’t stop you.”
“She can’t,” Jovan says.
“What do you mean?”
“We were caught on one of Trinity’s cameras when we climbed onto the catwalk. They know she came with us willingly. She’s wanted, too, now. For helping us.”
I cannot care about people here. 
I cannot worry about someone who will disappear as soon as I have the chaser again. 
I cannot. 
And yet, I do. 
I care about Jovan and would not have made it this far without his help and kindness. And I care about Clora and feel responsible for, unintentionally or not, turning her into a fugitive. 
“I’m sorry.” My words are so woefully inadequate that I regret saying them the moment they leave my mouth.
They certainly do nothing to calm Clora down. With a grunt of anger, she pushes past us, shoves the door open, and races outside.
“If she really wants to save herself, she’ll turn herself in and tell them exactly where we are,” Jovan says.
I want to believe she wouldn’t do that, but Jovan and I are not her friends. We are, at best, acquaintances who’ve been thrown together by circumstances. Turning us in would be the smart move for her.
We need to leave. Now.
We stuff the remaining crackers and a few other potentially useful items into Jovan’s backpack, on top of the supplies he obtained, and use some old wire to secure the radio to the bag’s flap. I wish we had another backpack so we could share the load, but we’ll just have to take turns.
When we’re done, I say, “Give me five minutes to try to find her.”
The look Jovan gives me says he doesn’t think it’s worth the effort, but he doesn’t stop me.
__________
CLORA SITS ATOP the hill where we waited for Jovan’s return. Not wanting to scare her off, I approach with care and sit on a rock about ten feet behind her. 
With the morning sun, a haze has risen that all but obscures the land beyond the fence. It gives me a—perhaps false—sense we are hidden from searching eyes.
Without looking back at me, Clora says, “Why were you in prison?”
What do I tell her? That I’m a time traveler who murdered a woman for turning history into chaos? Should I say I did nothing? After all, there were no charges against me and no trial, at least as far as I know. If I want to be totally truthful, I could say I specialize in wiping out entire societies with the push of a single button, and that I’m planning on doing the same to hers.
I settle for, “You won’t believe me.”
That gets her to twist around.
“Tell me. Tell me or I leave!”
“They jailed me because I’m not from around here.” Without Jovan, I phrase my answer a few different ways until she gets the gist of what I’m saying. 
“But what is your crime?”
“That is my crime.”
“Why do you lie?”
“I speak truth.”
Though there is still anger in her eyes, some doubt is creeping in. In a less accusatory tone, she asks, “Where are you from?”
“You’ve never heard of it.”
“Where?”
Like I did with Dumont, I answer in English, “The British Empire via the United States.”
“Where is that?”
Far away and yet right where we’re standing. “North America.” 
“More lies,” she says.
“No. The truth again.”
Her next question is much longer. I understand a good portion of it, but I’m still missing some key words so I stand up and say, “Wait here. I bring Jovan. He can help.”
After a pause, she nods, and I fetch my friend.
The first thing she does is ask him about his crimes. Though he doesn’t translate all of this for me, my understanding of Gaulish has improved enough that I’m pretty sure he’s telling her about his family and his life of stealing to survive. 
When she asks me again what I have done, I tell her the same as before, though this time I add I had a companion who died when I was captured. 
“Did you kill her?” 
“It was an accident.”
“You did kill her. That’s why you were in prison, isn’t it? You’re a murderer.”
“No. I was in prison because I’m not from here. And…and because of what’s in my head.”
“Your head?”
Jovan says to me, “Do you want me to tell her about the box and the book?”
Those old taboos of discussing the chaser and anything associated with time travel clamp down on my chest again, but I’ve crossed the line so many times that the sensation isn’t as strong as it once was. I nod, and Jovan proceeds to tell her about why we were at Trinity, and that the soldiers who invaded the facility were coming for me and the items Dumont possesses that belong to me. 
Clora asks more questions, a lot of questions. And though I can figure out some of them, I remain silent as Jovan answers. 
In the end, there is a lot she still doesn’t understand—Jovan also, for that matter—but she returns with us to the basement.



CHAPTER TEN
 
 
SINCE CLORA DID not flee to the authorities and turn us in, we wait until the sun sets before we leave.
We head east through the foothills, toward the gentle mountains that parallel the coast. Not even a half hour has passed when we hear a distant whooshing sound. 
Jovan surveys the terrain ahead and begins running. “This way!” He leads us into some bushes at the bottom of a hill. “Get down.”
We drop to the ground and crawl under branches as the whooshing noise grows nearer and deeper in tone. 
Three minutes later an aircraft flies directly above us, its engines so loud that if we were talking we wouldn’t be able to hear one another. I want to peek up at it but I’m afraid any movement will be seen. Soon enough the din lessens as the craft heads west, back along the path Jovan, Clora, and I have been traveling on.
“What was that?” I asked.
“Troop rotor,” Jovan says. “Many men. We need to keep moving.”
We crawl out of the brush and continue east, as fast as we can manage in the dark. We hear another transport not much later, but it’s farther west and never gets closer than a couple of miles. Though it flies without exterior lights, I can make out its shape against the starry night as it lands. It’s huge—passenger-jet huge. If it carries fewer than a hundred soldiers, I’d be surprised. 
“Do you know where we’re going?” I ask.
“I found some old cabins in the mountains last time. If any of them are still standing, we can hide out in one.”
“Won’t the searchers know about them?”
“I doubt it. They’re spread out all over the place, and I was probably the last person ever up there.”
He veers our course to the northeast, taking us deeper and deeper into the forbidden zone. 
When the fence is about six miles to the south, Clora nervously says, “I know you told us it’s not as dangerous out here as people think, but…but…how much farther north c-c-can we go and still be okay?”
“We could go three times as far as we are now and still be fine,” Jovan says.
“You’re sure?” 
“Positive. I’ve been this way before, remember, and I’m fine.”
“Right, right,” she says, but doesn’t sound convinced.
“We’ll turn east in about fifteen minutes. Are you okay with that?”
“Fifteen minutes?” She thinks about it. “Okay.”
At the end of the quarter hour, we stop at the summit of a hill for a break. To the south, two more aircraft have arrived where the transport landed north of the fence. These are smaller ones with spotlights trained on the ground. We’re too far away to tell, but I have a feeling they’re close to our former basement hideout. 
As Jovan promised, we head straight east when we start walking again. As the mountains close in, I take a last look to the southwest. Where there were only two aircraft panning their searchlights over the hills before, there are now dozens. They all seem to be hovering, with their lights focused at the same spot on the ground.
The distance is still too great for me to make out any details, but my gut tells me they’ve found the basement. I know we’ve done all we can to cover our tracks since we fled—walking on old roadways where possible, sticking to hard ground when roads weren’t an option—but I can’t help fearing they’ll pick up our trail anyway.
The mountains are a mix of grassy fields, swaths of thick brush, and the occasional grove of trees, but nowhere near what would qualify as a forest. Several times we hear the whoosh of aircraft engines echoing off the slopes, but every time I look around, I don’t see any in the sky. 
In the wee hours of the morning, we find a cabin. It’s small and in considerable disrepair, but none of us has the energy to look for another. We eat a dinner of prepackaged nut bars before we curl up next to one another and fall asleep.
Despite my fatigue, I wake up numerous times, convinced I’ve heard footsteps outside, but all remains quiet. The sun rises after a few hours, and though the others are still sleeping, I can’t anymore. I’m too worried about getting caught, about not being able to find Dumont, about never getting the chance to give Iffy and Ellie their lives back. 
If I could walk around, I might be able to burn off some of my anxiety, but the daylight coming in through the glassless windows means I’m stuck indoors for now. Quietly, I move to the other end of the single room and lean against the wall.
Two days ago, I would have said my chances of putting history back the way it should be were good. I was with the people who had the chaser, or at least had knowledge of its whereabouts. All I needed was the opportunity to get the device back and be on my way. 
Now?
Maybe my chances aren’t zero, but I can’t imagine they’re much better. 
Iffy, I’m sorry. I’m sorry I haven’t come back yet. I’m sorry that…
I rest my chin on my chest.
I’m sorry for everything.
In my mind, I can see her behind the wheel of her car, me in the passenger seat. I have no idea where we’re going, but I do know this isn’t a dream. It’s a memory. She’s smiling and singing along with a song on the radio. It’s one of her favorites, “Other Side of the World” by…KT Tunstall. Yes, that’s it. 
A song that was never written by a singer who has never existed, sung along with by my girlfriend who never was, and yet I hear the music in my head. I hear KT singing. I hear Iffy singing.
I remember this day.
If I turn around, I’ll see Ellie in the backseat. We’ve just come from the appointment with Ellie’s doctors, who told us her test results confirm she’s improving and they expect her to make a full recovery.
It is perhaps the happiest moment of my life. The woman I love beside me. The sister who died once before is behind me, alive with a future. We are headed home, but not before we honor Ellie’s request to stop at the beach. For an hour, we sit on the sand and watch the small waves lap the shore.
There’s music here, too, coming from a radio belonging to a trio of college-aged girls working on their tans.
Iffy leans against me as we watch Ellie walk to the edge of the water.
“I love you,” she says.
It’s not the first time either of us has shared the sentiment, but on this occasion—the impromptu celebration of my sister’s renewed life—it hits me harder than ever before. I gently squeeze her shoulder but don’t say the words back, not right away. I’m so full of happiness that I don’t even know if I can make my lips work correctly.
I can’t keep a tear from streaming down my cheek. The next thing I know, I’m sobbing in Iffy’s arms. 
I destroyed the world I was born in for two reasons: to give my sister a chance to defeat the cancer that killed her, and to be with the woman I love. In that moment, I finally allow myself to acknowledge I’ve achieved both. There’s no denying what I did was a supremely selfish act, but as I cry, I know I would do it all again. 
“Denny.”
Someone’s shaking my shoulder.
“Denny. Are you all right?”
I open my eyes. Clora is leaning over me, concerned. It takes me a moment to work out I’m slouched against the wall.
“You were…” She mimes something moving down her face.
I touch my cheek. It’s wet. I’ve been crying real tears to go with those in my dream.
I sit up and wipe an arm across my face. “I’m fine.”
The subdued yellow light of late afternoon filters into the cabin. 
After a scan of the room, I ask, “Where’s Jovan?”
Worry touches the corner of her eyes. “He went to look around.”
“How long gone?”
“An hour already.”
“A hour?” I jump to my feet, hurry to the door, and look outside.
The sun hangs low in the sky. In no more than twenty minutes, it’ll dip behind the ridge to our west and plunge the area into shadow. I look out as far as I can but detect no movement.
“Did he hear something?”
She shakes her head in a way that’s more I don’t think so than no.
“Then why did he go?” 
“Not say. I-I-I think maybe he looking for...” She mimes hiking. “For us.” She thinks he’s scouting out the trail we will take. 
I point in several different directions, asking which way he went.
“I see him walk out. Think he turned left, but not sure. After, not see again.”
I step outside and check the ground for prints, but the dirt is hard packed and reveals nothing.
If his plan is for us to continue east—and I see no reason why it wouldn’t be—then he would have gone around the building before heading off. So that’s what I do, checking the ground for footprints as I go.
I discover some crushed leaves at the side of the cabin that may or may not be fresh, and could have been caused by an animal as easily as by Jovan. But then I find more of them, in a line angling off from the cabin, right where I expect us to head when we leave. It has to be him.
I check the sun again. While our little dip in the mountain will experience an early start to the night, the sun won’t officially set for nearly an hour.
“Stay inside,” I tell Clora. “I won’t be long.”
Her eyes widen. “No! I go, too.”
“You need to stay in case I miss him. I won’t be long.”
From her expression, I know she hasn’t fully understood me. And she’s scared to death I’ll leave her. 
“Okay,” I say. “Never mind. Come with me.” Hopefully, leaving our supplies behind will let him know we’re nearby.
We weave through a grove of trees, the light dying around us. Now that I know to look at the fallen leaves, Jovan’s trail is easy to follow. There are a few gaps of bare ground that worry me, but I always find signs of him on the other side. Until we reach the end of the grove, where his trail stops.
I survey the area ahead. The wide expanse is covered by weeds and dead grass, everything brown. Nothing is moving. I don’t spot any vegetation that might have been bent under the weight of a shoe.
Jovan must have gone farther than this. He would have returned to the cabin long ago otherwise. There’s no cover for as far as I can see, only the meadow continuing over a rise and out of sight. I can’t imagine Jovan crossing it in daylight.
So where is he?
I look both ways along the line of trees. To the right, the ground stays level for maybe another hundred feet, and then slopes up toward the western ridge that’s now blocking the sun. Though I can’t see it, the long descent to the ocean should be beyond the ridge. To the left, the ground is flat again for a while before it also slopes upward, but this time all the way to the mountain summit. 
These are old mountains, a minor coastal chain that’s well on its eroding way to a future as a range of quaint hills. From where we are, it’s at least a couple of hours of rigorous hiking to the closest mountaintop. Going even halfway up would provide an extremely useful overview of the area, but I can’t imagine Jovan making the climb without letting us know first. 
The ridge to the right is the more likely destination.
Staying in the trees, Clora and I head toward it. I check the ground like before but the shadows have darkened, making it difficult for me to pick out any tracks.
As we near the ridge, the trees thin out until there’s not enough left to be called a grove. While it makes me nervous to be more exposed, at least the sun’s not shining down on us. We move as quickly and quietly as possible to a point just below the ridge, and then crawl the rest of the way to the top. There, we ease in among some bushes and peer down the other side. 
The sun has begun dipping below the ocean. The sooner night comes, the better. I scan along the ridge but Jovan’s not there. I check downslope. Just scrub and rocks and a few ruined buildings and—
What was that?
A flash of light, like the sun reflecting off a mirror. But it came from a hollow in total shadow. I stare at the area, waiting. 
There it is again, lasting several seconds this time before disappearing. 
A flashlight. I’m sure of it. 
But Jovan doesn’t have a flashlight. Unless he found one while walking around.
When it shines for a third time, I can tell whoever possesses it is moving down the slope. I’m torn about whether to investigate or leave it be. It could just be someone exploring the forbidden area. Or someone who lives out here. There must be a few people chancing life in the wilderness to escape the insanity of civilization. 
Or maybe it’s one of Shim’s soldiers who has captured Jovan. 
I need to check. Even though he will cease to exist when I correct the timeline, I can’t do nothing if he’s in trouble now. 
I tell Clora to stay where she is, making it clear she has no say in the matter, and then I sneak down the slope to a gulley that I use to conceal my movements. When I reach the point level with where I last saw the light, I ease out of the small ravine and sneak through the brush in a crouch. 
Soon I’m dipping into the depression where the light was. The ground here is softer than up by the cabin, and even in the diminished daylight, I can see prints in the dirt. Three distinct sets. I wish I knew what the prints of Jovan’s shoes look like.
I follow the prints out of the depression and across the slope. When I start to hear noises ahead, I slow. Soon the footsteps stop. I decide to circle out through the brush until I’m on the opposite side of them.
There are three people, all right. Two looking back the way they came, while the third—Jovan—lies on the ground. I can’t tell if he’s conscious or not. What confuses me is that his captors aren’t wearing uniforms and are dressed more in outdoorsy gear.
Because they’re facing away from me, I can’t tell if they’re holding weapons but I assume they are. They’re big, too. Even if they are unarmed, there’s no way I could subdue even one of them, let alone two.
After a hushed exchange, the men lift Jovan to his feet. Turns out my friend is awake, though he’s definitely woozy and the men must prop him between them. 
One of the men turns on a flashlight and shines it across the brush, missing me by only a few feet. When the light clicks off again, they head in my direction. The guy on Jovan’s left passes within a body length of me, but I’m so still he doesn’t know I’m here.
I let them walk on for almost half a minute before I take up pursuit. They’re easy to follow since they’re forced to walk at a lumbering pace by Jovan’s all but dead weight.
Occasionally they speak in low voices, short phrases and single words. Directions, I assume—left and right and this way and that. 
I lose them behind the crest of a gentle rise, but spot them again as soon as I reach the top. Something else is out there, maybe two hundred yards away on a narrow plateau, a silhouette of lines and curves too precise to be natural. It looks like one of the rotors. And the men are heading toward it.
Unencumbered by a half-unconscious prisoner, I’m able to cut across the crest to a ravine and use it to reach the plateau well ahead of the others. 
The silhouette is a rotor, all right, a smaller type that looks like it’s built for speed.
While I can’t see the others, I can hear them moving across the slope, and figure I have about two minutes at most before they arrive. I circle around the craft, looking for a way in.
The door is so integrated into the rotor’s skin that I almost miss it. A pull on the latch and the door glides opens.
The cabin is cramped. Four seats in two rows, with a few hatches in the back area that I’m guessing are for storage. 
I climb in, crawl to the front, and glance out the window. I still can’t see the others but I know they must be close, so I turn my attention to the controls in hopes of disabling them. Only there aren’t any controls, just a glass counter running the width of the cabin that’s reminiscent of the touch-controlled table at Dumont’s lab. 
Playing a hunch, I tap my finger against it and the surface lights up. 
Instead of rows of buttons and gauges, I’m presented with the pulsating shape of a splayed hand. It’s waiting for an authorized user to put his or her palm against it to unlock the system. 
I put my hand on it, hoping a non-recognized palm will trigger a lockdown mode that will temporarily disable the controls, but the graphic keeps pulsing. I lift my hand and place it back down two more times, but nothing changes. When I lift it off the third time and don’t return it to the glass, the graphic disappears after several seconds.
I look under the panel for exposed wires I can yank out. Nothing. My only other option is to smash the control surface.
I crawl back to the hatches and pull them open in search of something I can use as a hammer. In the long cabinet at the very back, I discover a rifle similar to ones I’ve seen soldiers carrying. 
A quick examination shows me exactly how it works. I smile. Breaking the rotor’s control panel is no longer necessary.
I move back toward the exit with the intention of hiding in the brush just outside so I can confront the others when they approach, but I hear shuffling steps not far away. Instead of jumping out, I ease the door closed and move to the very front of the cabin, where I nestle under the control panel in front of the pilot seat.
Something thuds against the side of the craft, and a moment later I hear voices. I detect nothing in their tone that indicates they suspect I’m here.
I take a couple of deep breaths to calm my racing heart. More steps, on the entrance side of the aircraft now. A laugh, then a metallic click, and the sound of the door swinging open. The vehicle sways as someone enters. A second later, the lights come on.
I tuck even tighter against the seat, but since no one has shouted in surprise, I know I’m safe—at least for the moment. 
The vehicle rocks again, and from the grunts, I’m guessing they’re maneuvering Jovan on board. Another sway, and the click of the door closing.
This is my cue.
I peek around the pilot seat. The men are putting Jovan in one of the second-row seats. The man closest to me is looking the other way, but his companion, the one nearer the door, is facing my direction. I slip out from under the panel, and then, the rifle in my grip, I stand up and say one of the phrases I learned from the prison guards, “Do not move.”
The closer man stiffens. I nudge his back with the muzzle of my weapon. When he turns to face me, I motion for both men to put their guns on the floor and push them to me. Once they’ve done this, I poke the guy near me again and say, “You. Sit.”
He takes the chair next to where they were putting Jovan. 
I glance at my friend. His face is bloody from a cut high on his left cheek, there’s a gag over his mouth, and from the way he’s sitting, it looks like his hands are cuffed behind his back. But at least he’s more alert than I expected.
I point the rifle at the man still standing and nod at Jovan’s gag. “Take off.”
Jovan coughs the moment the cloth is pulled away.
“How badly are you hurt?” 
“I’m okay,” he says, his voice hoarse. “Can we get these off, too?” He turns sideways and wiggles his cuffed hands. 
“Tell them,” I say.
Jovan does so, and the standing man releases the cuffs. 
The sitting guy is glaring at me, so I tell Jovan to put the cuffs on him. “Is there another pair we can use on his friend?”
It turns out there is.
Once the second man is sitting on the floor and restrained, I say, “These guys don’t look like soldiers.”
“They’re not. They’re private hunters.”
“Hunters? Then why did they grab you?”
“Because they hunt for us,” he replies, looking confused by my question.
Not game hunters, I realize. Bounty hunters. “How did they know we were here?”
Jovan asks them. The one in the back replies, and nods with his chin at his jacket.
“They didn’t,” Jovan says. “Apparently a lot of hunters have been sent out. This was the area these guys were assigned.” He opens one of the men’s pockets and removes a device. After questioning the man again, Jovan touches several buttons and the screen comes on. He turns it so I can see.
Displayed is a picture of Jovan. He taps the screen and my image replaces his. Another tap and there’s Clora.
“We need to get out of here,” I say, moving toward the door. “Clora’s waiting for us. I’ve already been gone too long. I’m sure she’s scared.”
Jovan pulls up his right pant leg and shows me his ankle. It’s swollen as big as a grapefruit. “I’m not hiking up that mountain anytime soon. We can fly up.”
My eyes widen. “You know how to use this thing?”
He shrugs. “It’s mostly automated, like a ground vehicle. I can do it with their help.”
I’m not sure I want to rely on men who were sent to capture us, but we have little choice. “Which one is the pilot?”
Jovan asks. The hunter in back starts to respond, but his partner barks something, shutting him up.
“It seems they’re unwilling to tell us,” Jovan says.
“Let them know we only need one of them. The other we’ll kill. So they can choose which they want to be.” There was a time not long ago when I would have been unable to even conceive what I’ve just said. But I have learned sometimes you have to play rough, even if you’re only bluffing.
Not surprisingly, the glaring guy says nothing. The other man, though, glances between me and the back of his partner’s head several times before he covertly points at himself.
“Fine,” I say, as if I haven’t seen his admission. “Tell them we’ll have to kill both of them.” I look at Glaring Guy. “Starting with him. Up!”
He doesn’t move until I point the rifle at his forehead.
“I think I saw some rope in that back cabinet,” I tell Jovan. 
While he retrieves it, I escort Glaring Guy to the door. “Open,” I say in Gaulish.
“Cannot,” he replies, wiggling cuffed hands.
“Open.”
Frowning, he turns his back to the door and feels around for the handle. I have no doubt he’s planning on running, so as soon as the door opens, I smack the rifle against his breastbone and send him sprawling onto the ground outside.
While Jovan ties him up, I stand in the doorway where I can cover both hunters. When Jovan is done, he leans down and whispers something in Glaring Guy’s ear before climbing back into the aircraft.
“What did you tell him?” 
“That I hope the dogs find him first.”
I’m guessing Glaring Guy’s the one who gave my friend his injuries.
Jovan redoes the pilot’s cuffs so the man’s hands are in front of him, and then he and the pilot move to the seats by the control screen.
I take the seat catty-corner to the pilot, and make sure he can see my weapon pointing at him. He and Jovan talk for several moments before Jovan taps the screen and it lights up again. The pilot places his hand over the glowing one on the glass and a second later the whole board comes to life. 
Jovan asks questions, and the pilot points at things without touching anything. 
“Here we go,” Jovan says seconds later. “You might want to put that belt on.”
Once my security harness is in place, we lift into the air. The ride up the slope is surprisingly smooth. 
When I spot the area where I left Clora, I say, “See that big rock coming up on the right?” 
“I see it,” Jovan said.
“She should be near it. There should be plenty of room to land on the other side.”
We reach the flat area a few seconds later and hover high above it as Jovan and the pilot talk. Jovan then touches several buttons, after which the craft lands itself.
I give Jovan one of the men’s weapons so he can keep an eye on the pilot, and then I hurry outside.
“Clora!” I call. 
I hear nothing.
“Clora, it’s me and Jovan! It’s okay!”
I head up the ridge to where I left her. 
“Clora!”
She’s not there, but that isn’t surprising. She must have started running away when she saw the aircraft heading in her direction. I take off toward the cabin, and not long after I enter the trees, I spot her running ahead.
“Clora, it’s me! It’s all right!”
She continues running for several steps before she slows and looks back.
“Everything’s okay.” 
“Denny? But-but…I saw—”
“We took the rotor. It’s ours.”
“And Jovan?”
I smile. “He’s inside.”
__________
WITH THE PILOT’S assistance, Jovan takes us into the air again. He keeps our altitude low so that we blend in with the treetops as we travel up the slope.
I watch out the window for any pinpricks of light or signs indicating someone is coming our way, but the night remains dark and still. 
It takes only five minutes to reach the summit of the nearest mountain pass. The view from the top is awe inspiring. The lights of Saint Jakup stretch much farther south than I assumed, the city’s vastness reminding me more of Los Angeles than San Diego. Saint Jakup might be even larger than L.A. Contrasting this is the total darkness to the north and east. It makes me wonder how much of this world has been turned uninhabitable.
If Lidia’s goal was to create a living hell, she might have succeeded.
The pilot says something to Jovan as we start down the other side, and out of the corner of my eye I see my friend touch the control surface again. I’m so transfixed by the panorama out my window that I barely register either occurrence.
But there’s no missing when the engine stops and we start to drop.
Jovan slaps at the control panel but it’s gone completely dark, and within seconds we hit the ground.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
 
I’M LYING ON my back, dirt below me. The sky is blue, the day is warm, and the roar of the crash still echoes in my head. When I try to move, intense spikes of pain shoot through my body in waves that are so crippling, I pass out again.
The sky. Black now. But there’s light nearby, flickering off a boulder that seems to have magically appeared beside me.
As I turn my head to search for the source, the pain returns like a sword being shoved up my spine. I close my eyes and grit my way through it. It’s excruciating but not quite as bad as before, and this time I don’t lose consciousness. 
When I part my eyelids again, I see the flames of a small fire dancing several feet away. Someone is sitting on the other side of it. I blink several times to clear my vision but still can’t see who it is. 
The small amount of energy I’ve spent exhausts me, and it’s only moments before I fall back asleep.
It’s still dark when I wake for a third time. Or maybe it’s dark again. 
No fire now, though. And, because I’m able to look around without immediately passing out, I see there’s no one nearby, either. 
The boulder beside me has several companions that arc around what is apparently our campsite. I say our because someone must have brought me here, but I don’t know who.
Pain again. A throbbing ache. 
I’m now alert enough to sense it’s coming from my right leg. More specifically, my right thigh. I take a deep breath and push myself up on my hands. This increases the pain, but not enough to send me crashing back to the ground. 
Someone has placed a tarp over me to keep me warm. I fold it back so I can see my leg. My pant leg has been cut away, and a cloth wrapped around my thigh as a bandage. It’s not soaked in blood but it is spotted with it. 
Something must have cut me in the crash. A deep cut, too, because it wouldn’t be this painful otherwise.
I try to sit all the way up to touch my leg, but this pulls on the muscles in my thigh and causes the pain to return. I lie back down again. I can try again later. 
I just need a little more rest.
A little more…



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
 
I WARM MY hands over the campfire as the day dawns.
The pain in my broken leg kept me awake most of the night. I could have taken one of the pills from the rotor’s first-aid kit to dull the throbbing, but we have so few left. Best to keep them for when I really need them.
It’s been over a month and a half since the crash.
What I’ve been told is this:
The instruction the pilot gave Jovan killed the aircraft’s engine and controls. When the rotor hit the ground, it somersaulted down the mountain nearly a quarter mile before it tumbled into a narrow ravine that ripped it open and stopped its momentum.
I came out the most damaged, if you don’t count the pilot. I’m not sure what exactly happened to him but he’s dead. Me, I had a concussion and a compound fracture of my right thigh.
Jovan was cut and bruised but otherwise intact. Of course, he already had a sprained ankle before we took off. Clora sustained a dislocated shoulder that she put back in place herself. But her injury meant that Jovan, damaged ankle or not, had to carry me off the mountain by himself, after they had reset my leg as best they could. Clora told me it took two days to reach the bottom, and an additional five to locate a campsite far enough from the location of the crash to satisfy Jovan.
I can hear Clora snoring lightly from the other side of the fire where she and Jovan usually sleep. They have grown close since the crash. I wouldn’t call it love, more companionship in the shared experience. A way, I guess, for each of them not to go crazy. 
Jovan’s not with her tonight, though. He left two days ago on a scavenger run across the mountains and should be back in another day or so. It’s not the first time he’s had to do this, and each time he goes, I can’t help but fear he won’t return. I know Clora worries, too. I often catch her standing on the rocks surrounding our camp, looking toward the west.
At least none of the bounty hunters have found us. The last rotor we saw was three weeks ago and it was way off to the north, along the mountains. Jovan said they were probably checking the crash site again. He told me in the first week someone always seemed to be there. But none have ventured as far east as we have, into the no-man zone between the habitable and the not. 
I try to avoid thinking too much about Dumont and my chaser. It’s not that I want to forget them, but for now I can do nothing to find them, and fixating on them will only frustrate me more. 
What I can’t stop thinking about, though, is how far I am from Ellie and Iffy. Even after I get the chaser back, there will still be much for me to do before my sister and the woman I love exist again. And if I fail to correct just one change Lidia made, who knows what I’ll find when I return to the present. 
I sometimes find myself thinking I’m never going to succeed. That I should give up now and accept this world as my final destination. I’m usually able to fight off these depressive tangents, but it’s becoming harder to do and that’s when I worry most I’ll give in.
It’s better to focus on the here and now.
Survive. That’s what I need to concentrate on.
The future can wait.
I stoke the flames and put the pot containing what’s left of the coffee from the night before on a flat stone next to the fire. In a while, I’ll heat up our remaining piece of meat and fry up the last of the rice. 
Survive. That’s all I can do.
For now.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
 
“IT LOOKS ABANDONED,” Clora says as she hands Jovan the binoculars.
He takes a look before passing the glasses to me.
The object of interest is a brick building, with roof and windows that look intact. 
It’s half a mile away at the edge of what was a small town before the war. There are more buildings beyond it, and they, too, look undamaged. The fighting apparently never made it to this point.
Though the sun is barely above the horizon, it’s already hot. It’s been hot for months now, which is one of the reasons we travel at night. 
We’ve been heading south since early May. It’s now nearly the end of August, but the distance we’ve traveled is not nearly as far as you would expect. The problem is my leg. While the bone has knitted back together, it hasn’t done so perfectly, and I now have a hitch in my step that slows me down considerably. In addition to continued leg pain, the aches in other places not used to my new gait force us to stop for extended periods every few days.
Even then, we have moved considerably southeast of Saint Jakup and are now in the northern half of the Baja—or I guess I should say Shandong—peninsula, the same peninsula on which the Trinity research station is located. How much farther we have to go, I don’t know. Weeks, if my leg doesn’t act up too much. Otherwise maybe months. 
For our own safety, we’ve stuck to the forbidden zone that curls around Saint Jakup. I’d begun to wonder if it encompassed the whole interior of the continent, but when I asked Jovan, he said it only extends to the mountains I’m guessing are the Rockies. So not the whole continent, just a big chunk.
We have come across other old towns, most damaged by warfare, but a few are similar to the one in front of us. Some of them turned out to be still inhabited. Not by many people, thirty or forty at the most. A few are lawbreakers who escaped rather than be caught, but most are individuals who couldn’t take living within the repressive civilization they were born into. 
Most of these communities are happy enough for us to stay the night and to share their food. In exchange, Jovan and Clora tell them news from Saint Jakup they might have missed. A few communities, though, have signs posted a few miles away making it clear outsiders are not welcome. We always cut a wide path around those towns.
In truth, as much as I like the meals we sometimes receive, I prefer the villages that are deserted. The fewer new people I meet, the better. I already have ties now to Jovan and Clora that will make eliminating this world painful enough.
Since we’ve been walking all night, we would usually make camp right about now, but with shelter so close, we continue hiking to the building.
The structure turns out to have been some kind of mechanic’s shop. There are battered workbenches and dilapidated machines and rusted tools scattered around. From the buildup of sand around the structure, I figure no one has been here for a long time.
After we set up our beds in a second-floor office, Clora and I get to work building a campfire outside the main entrance, while Jovan scavenges the nearby buildings for anything we could use—food, weapons, tools. 
When the fire takes hold, I prep a pot of rice while Clora cuts a few thin strips of meat we’ll warm right before we eat. I’m getting ready to pour water into the coffee pot when I hear footsteps running in our direction. 
Clora is closest to the rifle, so she grabs it and tosses it to me. I use the stock to push myself to my feet and then I limp over to the corner of the building and peek around it. 
Jovan is sprinting toward us. When he sees me, he signals for me to put out the fire.
I repeat the message to Clora and she starts kicking dirt into the flames. It’s almost out by the time I reach her and join in. 
Jovan races around the corner. “Cover it all up.”
“What’s going on?” I ask.
But he’s already disappeared into the building. 
As Clora and I finish filling in the pit and covering the stones surrounding it, he comes running back out, holding several pieces of corroded metal shelving that were lying on the workshop floor. He arranges them over the fire pit and kicks some dirt on them, making them look like they’ve been there for a while. 
“We have to hide,” he says, grabbing the rice pot. 
I snatch up the coffee pot while Clora collects the other items we’ve been using to make our meal. “From who?” I ask. 
“Soldiers. They’re in the middle of the village, heading this way.”
“Give me the rice,” I say. “Go grab our stuff. Clora and I will head back the way we came.” 
Jovan hands the rice pot to me and rushes into the building.
“Footprints,” Clora says, looking at the ground around us.
The sandy area around the campfire is covered by evidence of our presence. 
“Take these,” I say, handing her the pots. “Stay on the road until you find someplace we can hide. We’ll be right behind you.”
After months together, we’ve come to trust each other, so with a nod she’s off and running down the cracked pavement road. 
Jovan exits the building as I finish up brushing away our prints with a dead bush. I then sweep the ground behind us as we cross the short distance to the cracked pavement. There, I toss the bush to the side where it won’t be noticed, and we take off after Clora.
We hide in a dry gully about a quarter mile away, and use the binoculars to see what’s going on back in town. Jovan was right about the soldiers. Less than ten minutes after we abandoned our campsite, three of them approach the machine shop. They walk right by the pile of discarded metal that covers our fire pit and enter the building.
Every moment they remain inside, I grow more certain they’ve discovered something we left behind, but when they finally emerge, there’s no indication that happened. I hand the binoculars to Jovan.
“Dark green uniforms,” I say. “Doesn’t that mean they’re Dux Shim’s troops?”
Jovan looks for a moment before he says, “Their insignia patch is in the right place, but I can’t make out the details. I think you’re right, though.”
The soldiers search around the outside of the machine shop for a few more minutes before heading back to the more distant buildings where other soldiers are moving around.
“Why would Shim’s soldiers be out here? We’re not anywhere near her district.”
“True, but we could be near one she controls.”
Over the months of hiking and sitting around campfires, I received an unofficial education in this world from the stories Jovan and Clora told. I know now all the different groups of soldiers I saw in Saint Jakup were once part of the same army. At the end of the great war, each division was given a specific area to oversee. A temporary measure, meant to last during the rebuilding only, but the process dragged on longer than it should have, and the militarized zones became entrenched and institutionalized. Rivalries between them were inevitable, resulting in areas overseen by weaker groups being absorbed by stronger ones. From what I understand, this almost city-state-like condition is not limited to Saint Jakup and can be found in many places around the world, especially those near former combat areas.
The army Shim controls was assigned the western part of central Saint Jakup, which includes the spit of land I know as Coronado Island. In the decades since the war ended, her predecessors have absorbed many other areas, making them one of the main power factions in the protectorate.
“Are they here looking for us?” I ask.
“It’s possible, but after all this time, I doubt it. It’s probably just a squatter sweep.”
After a while, the soldiers disappear from the village and a large rotor rises into the sky, heading west. 
Though Jovan is likely right about the sweep, we can’t ignore the possibility we were the reason the soldiers came, so going back to the village is out of the question. We make camp under a shallow overhang in the gully that should—for a good part of the day, anyway—shield us from the sun. 
__________
“THE RESEARCH STATION should be right about here,” Clora says, pointing at the map Jovan found the other day. 
It’s been over a week since our near encounter with Shim’s soldiers. We’ve continued to make our way steadily south, with even more caution than usual. 
The map is a godsend. It’s an old thing, brittle from years in the desert heat and must be handled with care, but it has shown us where we are and, if Clora’s guess is right, where we want to be.
The spot she’s pointing at is about thirty miles away. At my pace, it’ll take us four nights and part of a fifth to get there, and that’s if I don’t need a day to rest.
“The border should be right about here,” Jovan says, drawing an imaginary line on the map. “Won’t reach it tonight, but we should get close.” 
We have no idea what the border will be. Another fence? A wall? A minefield? The only thing we do know is it stands between us and our destination. 
Jovan carefully packs the map away and we continue hiking, not stopping again until we see the first signs of the coming day. There are only about two miles between us and whatever divides the habitable from the forbidden. Though we’re not close enough to see it, we don’t risk making a fire.
I don’t know about the others, but I suspect they’re having as hard a time sleeping as I do. When I finally go under, I dream of the crash, something I haven’t done in months. The tumbling and the terror make for restless slumber, and I wake more tired than I was when I lay down. 
After a quick meal of cold rabbit meat as the sun sets, we are once more on our way.
The ache in my leg is worse than usual, but I ignore it and press on. On a different night, the others might notice my difficulties, but I’m sure the only thing they can think about now is the border. That’s true for me. 
We are maybe a mile away when we see it. Like points on a graph, a line of lights dot the desert in front of us, running off to the left and right as far as we can see. 
We slow and keep as low as possible in case lookouts are watching for movement. As the distance decreases, we see the lights aren’t sitting on the ground but mounted on top of a solid wall at least twenty feet high.
“How are we going to get over that?” Clora whispers.
Neither Jovan nor I reply.
We stop about two hundred yards from the wall, just outside the halo of lights. I can see no doors, no windows, no openings of any kind on the structure.
I scan the top for signs of guards. The lights make it difficult, but there doesn’t appear to be anyone looking over the top, nor do I spot anything that might be a guard hut.
It makes sense. The likelihood of people approaching through the desert is extremely low. There’s no need to waste the manpower. The fence’s main purpose is probably to remind those on the other side where they shouldn’t go. In fact, I’d be willing to bet the lights are meant only to scare off wild animals. 
Now that I look down the line, I see a handful of dark spots where lamps are not on. If it were only one or two, I’d assume the bulbs are replaced as soon as they die out, but there are more than a dozen dark ones, which probably means repairs are made on a set schedule and some lights could be off for days, maybe even weeks.
At my suggestion, we move down to one of the dark spots and approach the wall. I’m hoping the surface is pitted enough for us to climb it, but the material used to build it can clearly stand up to desert winds. There are no divots or breaks, only a smooth surface from bottom to top. 
We retreat to the safety of the desert and hunker down.
“If we go east,” Jovan says, “we’ll eventually reach the bay. Maybe we can find a way around the wall in the water.”
“How long will that take?” I ask.
“The rest of tonight, and probably a lot of tomorrow.”
I shouldn’t feel annoyed. It’s taken us months just to get here, so a delay of another day or two shouldn’t be a big deal. But I can’t keep my disappointment off my face.
“If you have another idea, please share it,” Jovan said.
“I wish I did.” 
We head east, staying outside the lights. 
__________
MIDNIGHT, AND I swear I can smell the sea on the breeze. I’m hoping we are farther east than we think, and that we’ll reach the gulf before morning.
“Saltwater,” I say. “Tell me you can smell it, too.”
Clora sniffs the air and smiles. “Yeah, I—”
One moment she’s walking between us, the next she is on the ground, gasping for air.
Something rips through the night a few feet from my head.
“Down!” Jovan yells.
We drop to the ground and scramble to Clora. As we do, more projectiles scream through the air above us.
“Oh, god! No, no, no,” Jovan says.
Blood pumps from a wound in Clora’s throat. Jovan presses his hand against it, trying to stop the flow as she continues struggling to breathe.
Another bullet whizzes by, this one lower, forcing us to remain flat on the ground. 
I search for any other wounds on Clora, but all the blood seems to be coming from the one. 
“You’re going to be all right,” I say.  
“Yes,” Jovan agrees. “It’s not that bad. You’ll be just fine.”
It is that bad, though. The amount of blood pumping out of her could come only from an artery, and even if one of us were a doctor with a bag full of medical supplies, I’m not sure there’d be much we could do. 
I hear movement by the wall and want to take a look, but am afraid to raise my head. 
Steps coming our way. Fast. Several pairs.
Voices shouting, “Don’t move,” and “Stay down,” and variations on the theme.
There are ten of them, all holding rifles pointed at us. Their uniforms are tan, not the dark green of Shim’s army.
“Please,” I say. “She needs a doctor.”
“We don’t give help to desert dogs,” one of the men says with disgust.
Jovan talks faster than I can keep up. I do notice, however, when he says Trinity and Dumont.
The desert-dog soldier looks dubious, but he shouts something at a couple of the other men, who run back to the wall and return a few minutes later with a stretcher.
But there’s no need to rush. Clora’s already dead.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
 
I’M IN A cell again. The room doesn’t look like the one I shared with Jovan and the others in prison, but that doesn’t matter. A bed, a chair, a toilet, a sink, and a door that opens only from the outside—it’s a cell, all right.
I wish I knew where Jovan is, but I haven’t seen him since we were separated right after we were brought inside the wall. Throughout the first day I was in here, I yelled his name through the crack around the door but I never heard a response. That was three days ago.
When the door opens now, I think it must be mealtime again and I sit down on my bed as instructed. Standing on the other side of the threshold is not a guard holding a tray, however, but Langer Min, Dumont’s surviving linguist. 
“It is you.” She says this not in Latin or even Gaulish, but in English. “We did not believe it. We thought you were dead.” She speaks slowly and pronounces most of the words almost correctly.
“There were a few times I thought I was dead, too.” 
“Come.” She turns and walks out of sight.
When I exit the cell, I see she’s not alone. There are three soldiers wearing the same tan uniforms as those who caught us outside the wall. 
My armed escort and I follow Langer to a room on an upper floor. Three other men are already there. One is in a uniform similar to that of my guards, though his is more ornate, while the other two are dressed in formal-looking civilian clothing. 
The older of the suited men sits behind a desk, while the other one and the officer stand on either side of him. Langer walks up to the desk and motions for me to join her. 
“So?” the older man asks in Gaulish.
“He is one of ours,” she says.
“And the other one, too, I suppose.”
Langer looks at me and says in English, “Jovan is with you, correct?”
“Yes, but I don’t know where they put him.”
“Were there any others?”
“There was a girl with us. Clora. She was an astronomy student at Trinity.”
Langer looks surprised and turns back to the man. “You didn’t tell me there was a third person with them.”
“What does it matter? She’s dead.”
“How did that happen?”
“They were approaching the wall. They’re lucky they aren’t all dead.”
I can tell she’s trying hard to hold her temper as she says, “Yes, the other man is ours. I’ll take him, too.”
“What did they do with Clora’s body?” I ask her in English.
She asks the man.
He turns to the other civilian. They whisper for a moment before the seated man looks back and says, “It’s scheduled for disposal.”
“I’ll take her, too,” Langer says.
The man snorts. “No problem.”
Langer bows deeply. “You have the deepest thanks of the Trinity Education Counsel. Professor Dumont wanted me to convey that if you ever need anything from us, all you need to do is ask.”
In a bored voice, the man says, “I’ll keep that in mind.”
“We would also like to thank you for keeping this confidential.”
A half smile.
“If you have confirmed the receipt of the fees,” she says, “then we will leave you to your work and be on our way.”
The seated man nods.
__________
WE RIDE IN a rotor at least twenty times larger than the one we stole half a year ago. It needs to be, to hold the contingent of soldiers Langer has brought along.
Clora’s body lies in a container in the back, Jovan and I sitting beside her. I sense he has no desire to talk so I remain silent. I’m not sure if he ever came to love Clora, but they did comfort each other through our exile. Maybe that’s a kind of love.
Looking out the window, I see the gulf, which means we’re flying south. Though I expect the flight to be a short one, we stay on this course for well over an hour, bypassing the Trinity research facility my friends and I were headed toward. We then turn east and fly across the water to what I think of as the main part of Mexico. Like so much of this world, what it’s called here escapes me.
The land is covered by vast cities, separated by large strips of what appears to be uninhabited territory. Am I seeing more evidence of city-states?
Surprisingly, we are still heading south when the sun sets. 
“How much longer?” I ask loudly enough for Langer to hear me at the other end of the cabin.
It’s not the first time I inquire, nor the first she doesn’t reply. 
I doze on and off as we fly into the night. I’m not sure what time it is when the rotor finally slows and we start descending.
I look out the window and am surprised by the darkness below. While there are some lights, they’re concentrated in the small, rectangular area we’re heading toward. Everywhere else, there’s nothing. No cities, no towns. 
A moment after we land and the rotors wind down, the door opens. Several of the soldiers on board pick up Clora’s container and carry it out. 
Jovan tries to follow them, but one of the other soldiers grabs him and pushes him against the wall.
“Let go of me!” Jovan shouts. “I’m going with her.”
“You are not,” the soldier says.
Jovan twists and turns but can’t break free from the man’s grasp.
“She’s being prepared for burial,” Langer says as she approaches us. “You will only be in the way.”
“Burial?” Jovan says. “I-I thought she’d be sent back to her family.”
“Things are…unsettled in Saint Jakup right now. Professor Dumont thinks it would be best to put your friend to rest here for now.”
“I want to be there.”
“Of course.”
“I mean it.”
“I promise. You will be.”
With a nod from Langer, the soldier lets go of Jovan.
“If you will both follow me,” she says, and exits the craft.
She leads us to a second-floor room in one of the buildings and motions for us to enter. 
A light automatically comes on as we step inside. It’s a single room, about fifteen-foot square, with two beds and a toilet and sink in one corner. On each bed is a tray of food.
We flew god knows how far to be put into yet another cell.
Jovan and I turn back to the door but it shuts before we can take another step. We hear the lock turn but Jovan tries the handle anyway. Of course it doesn’t open. 
A click from above draws my attention to a speaker in the ceiling.
Langer’s voice spills out of it. “It’s been a long flight. I have no doubt you can use some rest. Good night.”
“No!” Jovan yells. He pounds on the door until his fists are red.
I stand by one of the beds, wondering if he’ll turn his anger toward me.
I wouldn’t blame him. If I didn’t come into their lives, Clora wouldn’t be dead now.
When he turns back to the room, I brace myself, ready to take whatever punishment he unleashes on me. But he ignores me as he walks straight to the other bed. He shoves the tray of food onto the floor and lies on the mattress, his back to me.
I would feel a whole lot better if he punched me in the face.
__________
JOVAN’S STILL
NOT talking to me the next morning. 
It doesn’t matter how many times I apologize for getting him into this mess, he just stares at the wall, his face blank, acting like he doesn’t hear me. We’ve been through a lot together this past year, and I’ve become good at reading his moods, but this one is new. I can’t tell if he’s still angry or if he’s decided I don’t exist.
Our cell door finally opens around midday. Six soldiers, no Langer. They order us out and escort us through the building to a large, unoccupied room on the first floor. The space is set up similarly to the room we performed our translation work in back at Trinity, complete with one of those tables that can project three-dimensional objects.
What’s different is there’s a glass wall running across the room, separating the section we have entered from the part where all the equipment is located. The only things in our portion of the room are the two chairs we are directed to sit on. 
I’m feeling a disturbing sense of déjà vu. Though I’ve never been in this room, I’ve been in one very much like it. Lidia took me there. It was a space she’d designed so she could talk to me from one side of a large window without worrying about any trouble I might cause. I have no doubt the glass wall here is meant for a similar purpose.
The soldiers exit, locking the door as they go.
We have been sitting silently for at least fifteen minutes when Jovan whispers, “What the hell’s going on?”
I glance at him, sure that he’s talking to himself, but he shoots me an inquisitive look. 
“I-I don’t know.”
Whatever anger he’s been harboring against me seems to have ebbed, at least a bit. Or maybe I’m just projecting my hope. Whatever the case, he doesn’t sneer at me before he turns away so I’ll take that as progress.
Several additional minutes pass before a door in the other section of the room opens and Langer and Dumont enter.
I can’t help but feel relief. If Dumont’s here, the chaser must be nearby. 
The women stop a few feet from the glass wall and look at me.
“I was sure we’d never see you again,” the professor says. She adds to Jovan, “Do you need to translate?”
“I understood you,” I say.
“Is that so? How much have you learned?”
My sense of caution kicks in. If she thinks I speak their language well enough, there’s no reason for her to keep Jovan around. So I act like I’m struggling for the right words as I say, “Not understand, um, everything. Not close.”
“Is that true?” she asks Jovan.
“He’s getting better, but is far from perfect.”
Dumont is quiet for several seconds, and then says, “The last time I saw you, you were standing in the middle of the attack. I’d heard rumors that you’d gotten away, but that was months ago. What happened?”
I let Jovan tell the story while I interject here and there, making sure not to sound fluent. 
When we finish, Dumont says, “I’m impressed. For a while I thought Shim caught you, but when I learned she was still hunting for you, I was relieved. When you didn’t turn up anywhere, though, I began to assume you were dead. I’m glad to see I was wrong.” She smiles. “And you say you came south looking for me?”
“We did,” I say.
Her brow scrunches. “Why?”
During our journey south, I thought a million times about the moment I would be face to face with Dumont again, and imagined her asking this very question. Why would we, former prisoners, risk our lives to find her again? I made up dozens of responses, but they all would fall apart with just a few follow-up questions. There’s only one response I know will work.
“Because you still have my device.” 
Her eyes widen in pleasant surprise. “I appreciate your honesty. But if I recall correctly, you said the device was your companion’s, not yours.”
Since it’s not a question, I don’t reply.
Dumont whispers something to Langer, who walks over to a cabinet along the back wall. She pulls something out of it, and as she turns to head back, the breath catches in my throat. 
The woman is holding a protective container like the ones that held the history book and the chaser. Sure enough, when she opens it, Dumont pulls out my time-travel device.
If not for the glass, I don’t think I could stop myself from launching at her and ripping the device away. Then my heart stops. The lid. It’s closed. No! How did that happen? I’d propped it open with a cord from the charger right after Lidia and I arrived. I’d even told Dumont the lock was malfunctioning, that if it shut we wouldn’t be able to open it again without breaking it. Why did she allow it to be closed? I’ll have to break it open and hope it still—
Dumont touches the side with her thumb and the lid ticks open. 
My lips part in shock.
How is that possible? 
The chaser is keyed to Lidia. Her thumbprint should be the only one that can release the lock, and she’s been dead for a year.
But if seeing Dumont opening the box was a shock, what she does next is downright terrifying.
“If I were you, I would have come back for this, too,” she says with a smirk. Then she pushes the go button and disappears.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
 
JOVAN JUMPS TO his feet, his chair clattering onto the floor. “What the…? Wha…? Where…is…?”
He takes one step toward the window, then seems to think better of it and backs away quickly. 
I’m also on my feet, also stunned by her disappearance, but my surprise stems from the fact Dumont knows how to use the chaser.
Langer appears unmoved, however. Clearly this isn’t the first time she’s witnessed the device in action. 
I barely have enough time to register all of this when Dumont reappears. She squeezes her eyes shut and touches her temple for a moment in reaction to the headache brought on by the jump.
If Jovan was freaked out before, he’s on the verge of imploding now. He’s at the door, trying desperately to get out. 
When Dumont opens her eyes, she looks at me. “Do the headaches ever stop?”
“How far?” I ask, ignoring her question.
“Twenty years.” A grin forms on her lips. “This time.”
If I took a jump of twenty years, I wouldn’t feel a thing. But she’s an amateur and has not been trained to be a rewinder.
“How did you figure it out?” I’m no longer trying to obscure how much I know of their language. 
“You told us.”
“What are you talking about? I never said anything.”
“Maybe not directly to me or my team, and maybe not all at the same time, but you did talk. Sometimes to yourself, sometimes to Jovan.”
Find the chaser. Extract my blood. Dry it. Rekey the chaser. Make things right. My mantra. That and other things I said pieced together…dear God. “You were taping us?”
“Of course I was. I never thought for a moment you were telling us everything. The problem we had was translating, but once we were set up here, Min worked at understanding…English, is it?”
Langer nods.
“How long have you been able to use the device?” 
“It took us a while to figure out what you were saying and then apply that to the chaser. We had a few missteps, but we were able to finally rekey your machine about four weeks ago.” She says chaser and rekey in English, though the latter comes out more rekay. “I took the first journey a week after that.”
Three weeks. Three weeks in which Dumont could have done enough damage to have already erased me and removed any chance of me saving Iffy and Ellie.
My legs feel like jelly, and I have a strong urge to fall back onto my chair, but I fight through it and remain on my feet. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised she figured it out. She is a scientist, after all. Study and observation are her way of life.
“So what now?” I ask. “You take us outside and shoot us?” I know how to use the chaser so I’m a danger.
“Tempting. But I think not yet.” She puts the chaser back in the protective case Langer still holds. “Tell me, Denny. Where are you from?”
I have a choice to make. If I select the wrong path, that trip outside that ends with a gun pressed against the back of my head becomes a very real possibility. I need to stay as close to Dumont and the chaser as possible, and if that means I need to be—mostly—honest with her, then that’s what I’ll do.
“You’re not asking the right question,” I say, paraphrasing something Marie, my rewinder instructor, once said to me.
Dumont’s eyes narrow, but clearly she isn’t making the mental leap to replacing where with when. Time travel is new to her, and has not yet altered the way she thinks or speaks. 
She whispers something to Langer. The other woman sets the container on the table and retrieves another one from the cabinet. When she comes back, Dumont removes from it the history book I was translating.
The professor takes a few steps closer to the glass wall and holds the book open against her chest, the pages facing me. The text is too small for me to read, but I can easily make out the two pictures. They’re from the time between the world wars, a photo of a street in New York City filled with cars, and another featuring the outside of an airplane in the process of boarding passengers. 
“Real or not real?” she says.
Once again, she’s not asking the right question, but this time I answer. “They don’t exist.”
“But they did.”
“They did and they didn’t.”
The corner of her mouth ticks up in a sly, knowing grin. 
Langer looks confused. “That doesn’t make sense. What do you—”
“I’d like to talk with Denny alone,” Dumont says.
Langer’s perplexed gaze transfers from me to her boss. 
Dumont nods toward the door. “I’ll call if I need you.”
Langer bows her head and leaves the room. The professor summons the soldiers and instructs them to take Jovan back to our cell. 
“Where are you from?” she asks once we are alone.
“I told you before, you’re not asking the right question.”
“Then what is the right—” She stops, and I can see the light go on in her eyes. “When are you from?”
“Two thousand fifteen.”
This is not what she expects. “Two thousand fifteen? The past?”
“A past.”
“You are from a different…world?”
“A different timeline.”
“Timeline. Yes, that’s more precise.” She glances at the book and points at the picture of the airplane. “And this is a…rotor?”
“They’re called airplanes. Basically the same concept.”
“Have you ridden in one?”
“Me? No. Not in one of those. It’s…old. And—” I stop, realizing I was about to say the only aircraft I’ve ever flown in was the one I took from New Cardiff to the Upjohn Institute. While I’ve already revealed there’s one timeline different from hers, I don’t think it’s necessary to dive into the full Gordian knot of my life.
“And?” she asks.
“And…no one flies them anymore.” 
As she digests this, I can’t help but glance at the chaser on the table behind her.
She follows my gaze, and trades the book for the device. “I assume you know how to operate it?”
“Of course.”
“Then you lied about it belonging to your companion.”
Interesting. I thought one of the first events she would have traveled to would be when Lidia and I arrived in this world. She would have seen Lidia with the box. 
“Not a lie. We both had our own.”
She looks surprised. “There’s another box?”
“The other was destroyed.”
“You’re sure.” 
“Absolutely.”
“Nothing was found.”
“It wasn’t destroyed…here.”
She studies me to see if I’m telling the truth before turning her attention to the chaser’s display screens. “My proposal to you, Denny, is this: teach me how to use your chaser and you will remain alive.”
Minus the implied death threat, it’s exactly what I’ve been hoping she’d want, but I can’t let her know that. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”
“Did you hear a question in what I said? Perhaps I need to be clearer. If you don’t cooperate, I will kill your friend. If you still refuse to help, I will kill you. We have figured out a lot already. We will eventually figure out the rest on our own, if we must.”
I take a moment, and then say in what I hope is an appropriately defeated tone, “Okay.”
__________
OUR FIRST SESSION is that afternoon. 
We’re in the glass-partitioned room again, me on one side of the wall and Dumont on the other. We have pulled our chairs right up to the glass, the chaser sitting on a small table beside Dumont’s.
“How many trips have you made?” I ask.
“Counting today, fourteen.”
“And how far back?”
She raises an eyebrow. “How far back can I go?”
“That’s a tricky question. No one knows for sure. You’ve experienced the headaches.”
“Yes.”
“Then you’ve noticed the longer the trip, the more intense the pain.”
“I have.”
“At some point a jump becomes unbearable, and, theoretically, a traveler will die. But each person is different. Some can go farther than others.” While all this is true, what I don’t explain is the method used to get around this problem—taking a series of smaller jumps that allows one to travel centuries with minimal side effects. Given time, she could probably figure that out on her own, but her focus now is on absorbing my information, not analyzing it. 
“How far have you gone back?” she asks.
“I took a trip of a few hundred years that put me in a hospital for days.” Again, true. It happened when I traveled from 1775 to Iffy’s modern-day New York City. And though I haven’t actually answered the question she asked, she doesn’t seem to notice.
“And you go from one spot to someplace else entirely?”
I cock my head. “I’m sorry?”
“I mean the place you arrive at. The location. It’s somewhere different than where you start?”
She couldn’t mean what I think she means, could she? “When you go back, where do you go?”
She hesitates. “Nowhere. I arrive at the same spot from where I left.”
“On all your jumps, the only difference is the time.”
“Jumps—is that what you call the trips?”
“Um, yeah.”
“Yes. That’s the only difference.”
No wonder there have been no changes to the timeline. This place, whatever it is, is surrounded by miles and miles of wilderness. At most, her jumps have allowed her to watch this facility develop. Any trips made to times prior to construction would have landed her in the middle of the rain forest. She would need to hike for who knows how long to find any civilization, something I’m sure she didn’t do.
“The first thing you will teach me is how to go other places,” she says.
“No.”
She stares at me, stone-faced. “Were the details of our arrangement not clear to you?”
“I’m not saying I won’t teach you how to change locations. I’m saying it’s not the first thing.”
“Then what is?”
“How not to destroy everything.”



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
 
MY PLAN IS simple: gain Dumont’s confidence in hopes that one day she lets me close to the chaser again. 
We meet daily for hours, usually starting around two or three in the afternoon and going into the night. I spend a good deal of the time telling her tales about what can happen if a wrong move is made in the past, using examples presented to me back in my training days. The remainder of our sessions is spent giving her detailed and purposely confusing descriptions of the chaser’s various functions. 
On occasion, she will press me on where I’m from and how the technology was developed, but I only tell her I was recruited at a young age and was not part of the development process.
One of her favorite questions is a variation on, “How many other devices are there?”
This I answer honestly, “To my knowledge, only the one is left.”
Of course she has a hard time believing this. But I’m consistent and sincere in my response, and over time I can see she’s beginning to think maybe I’m telling the truth. 
The information and stories I feed her keep her satisfied for nearly a week, but I can avoid talking about what she really wants to know for only so long. On the afternoon of the seventh day, I’m escorted to the room like always and take my seat in front of the glass to wait for the professor. 
I’m alone for several minutes, but this isn’t unusual. To pass the time, I take up the task I’ve recently begun doing, and go over in my head the reverse order of the horrors Lidia committed against history. As always, it starts with the Mongols. I must defeat her there, and then move up to the next event on the timeline, where I will have to defeat her again. An army of Lidias is waiting for me, and I must take down every single one of them.
I blink at the sound of the door opening, and twist around in my chair to see Dumont and four soldiers step into the room. 
“Please stand up,” the professor says.
There is no malice in her voice, but I can’t help but wonder if she’s decided I’m no longer useful.
Rising, I ask, “Is there a problem?”
“Not that I’m aware of.”
The guards walk over and grab my arms. Dumont approaches, stopping a few feet in front of me.
“I appreciate the education you’ve been providing me, but I think we’ve been in the classroom long enough. It’s time for some practical experience, don’t you think?”
Could this be it? Instead of being eliminated, am I about to be allowed close to my chaser? “Of course. It’s time I showed you how to change locations.”
“Almost time. Right now, we need to prepare you.”
“Prepare?”
She nods at the soldiers again. 
I’m marched into the hall, then down to a lift that takes us up one floor. My final destination is a room where several people stand near the bed in the center, all wearing masks and gloves and protective eyeglasses. 
An operating room?
“What’s going on?” I ask.
No one seems interested in answering me. As I look around for Dumont, one of the masked men walks up beside me and sticks a needle in my arm.
The world disappears.
__________
THE BED I wake on is not the same as the one I saw in the operating room, but a softer bed in a different room. A regular bed. 
My bed, I realize.
“Welcome back,” Jovan says. He’s sitting on a nearby chair. “How do you feel?”
I try to sit up but immediately drop back down, wincing from the pain coming from my right bicep. 
“So not good, I guess,” he says.
I touch the sore spot and discover a bandage wrapped around my arm. I also feel an odd pressure under the skin.
“How long have I been here?” 
“A few hours.”
I try to sit up again, this time using only my left arm, and manage to make it. 
“What did they do to me?” I whisper, looking at the bandage.
Jovan reaches for my bicep but I pull away. “What are you doing?”
“Trust me.”
I hesitate, and then reluctantly nod. 
He gently probes the bandaged area. “This will hurt but I’ll make it quick.”
Without giving me time to respond, he pushes down and feels around my wound. My eyes slam shut and I tilt my head back from the fire shooting up my arm.
But true to his word, within seconds he’s done. 
When the pain finally subsides, I ask, “So?”
“Someone’s worried about you.”
“What does that mean?”
He nods at my wound. “I believe it’s referred to as a persuader. If you do the wrong thing, one touch of a button and…” He mimes an explosion with his hands.
“Hold on. There’s a bomb in my arm?”
“I don’t know for sure, but that’s what it feels like to me.”
I stare at my bicep. “How powerful?”
He grimaces. “Well, I wouldn’t want to be standing anywhere near you when it goes off.”
I get to my feet and look around the room for something sharp.
“What are you doing?” Jovan asks.
I find a metal rod inside the toilet and yank it out. It’ll rip me up, but I’d rather that than have a bomb in my arm.
I hold it out to Jovan. “Help me dig it out.”
“You want to die fast?” 
“Please!” 
I try shoving it into his hand but he’s having none of it. 
“Unless the remote’s deactivated it, the moment that thing hits the air, it goes off.”
“What?” I look at him, hoping I’ve misheard him. But I can see I haven’t. “Why would they do this?”
“It is called a persuader for a reason. It makes people helpful.”
“I’m already helping.”
Our door opens, and the four soldiers from before enter, accompanied by two additional men.
“Come,” one says.
Given the addition to my arm, I’m feeling the need to cooperate without delay.
“Both of you,” the soldier says.
I look back at Jovan, confused, but there’s a sense of resignation on his face as he nods and joins me.
We’re led back to the operating room.
“What are we doing here?” I ask.
“This way,” my other escort says. 
He and a companion hustle me farther down the hall. I glance over my shoulder, hoping Jovan is right behind me, but he’s being led into the operating room.
“Someone tell me what’s going on,” I say. “Please!”
A guard opens the first door we come to, and I’m ushered inside what turns out to be a stairwell. We go up to a narrow loft-like area that has several chairs facing a windowed wall angled downward. Below the window is the operating room where Jovan, already unconscious, is being put on the table. 
“Do sit down, Denny.”
I glance at the far end of the viewing area. Dumont is in one of the chairs, and she motions at the seat next to her. 
Jovan was right. Having a bomb embedded in my body ensures my cooperation.  
As I take my chair, Dumont says, “How are you feeling?”
I know I should hold in my anger but I can’t. “Why did you do this to me? I’ve been nothing but helpful! You didn’t—”
A soft beep comes from a speaker above the window. “We’re ready, Professor.”
Dumont says to me, “Hold that thought,” and touches a button on the arm of her chair. “Proceed.” She looks at me again. “You should watch.”
Below us, one of the medical staff standing by Jovan picks an object off a tray and uses it to slice into my friend’s bicep. Clamps pry the skin and muscle apart. From a different tray, another staffer retrieves an object about the size of a roll of Lifesavers.
“This is the important part,” Dumont whispers.
Gripping the arms of my chair to keep from reacting, I watch as the object is inserted into Jovan’s arm. What I’m seeing is a replay of what happened to me only a few hours before. 
The medical staff tinkers with the object for a bit before the wound is closed and bandaged and Jovan is carted away. All told, the procedure took no more than fifteen minutes.
“Do you know what we’ve put in your and Jovan’s arms?” Dumont asks.
Without looking at her, I say, “He told me it’s called a persuader. That all you have to do is push a button and it will rip us to pieces.”
She laughs in genuine surprise. “I haven’t heard that name in a while. I guess he’s right, in a way, but what we’ve given you is not so crude. A bomb would be unnecessarily final, don’t you think?”
I glare at her. “If it’s not a bomb, what is it?”
She raises her hand, holding a thin, rectangular device not much bigger than a business card. The side facing me is glass, and a virtual button is lit up in the middle.
“How about a demonstration?” she asks.
“Wait! Wait! You don’t need—”
My whole body goes rigid as electricity races through every inch of my being. I want to scream but nothing is cooperating. Then, as suddenly as it began, the sensation disappears and I fall back in my chair, panting.
“I’m sure you’re glad to know your persuader isn’t going to explode. What it does, though, is interact with your nervous system. In case you’re curious, that was the low setting. There are several levels above that, and I can also increase the duration. Whether I do any of those things will be up to you. And if you’re thinking of removing it without authorization, it’ll set off a wave of pain that will consume you until you die.” She cocks her head. “But that won’t be an issue, will it?”
Still reeling from the assault, my voice cracks. “Why?”
“Why? So that you don’t get out of hand when we go on our adventures.”
“Adventures?”
She smiles again, and stands. “Why don’t you return to your room and get some rest? Tomorrow may be a long day.”
The soldiers are at my side again, hauling me up before I have a chance to stand on my own. 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
 
THE NEXT MORNING I’m taken to a room with a gray floor, a gray ceiling, and gray walls. With the exception of a pedestal in the very center of the room, there’s no furniture.
I’m there a good twenty minutes before a door on the left wall opens and Dumont enters.
“Join me,” she says as she walks to the pedestal.
As I head toward the center of the room, I’m surprised my steps are almost silent. There must be some kind of sound-deadening material in the floor. 
“That’s far enough,” Dumont tells me when I’m five feet from the stand.
Langer enters through the same door the professor used, carrying the box containing my chaser. When she reaches Dumont, she opens it and the professor removes the device. 
I lean forward, like a shard of iron toward a magnet. I long to wrap my hands around the box, but the ache in my arm is more than enough to remind me I can’t act rashly, and must wait until there’s at least a small chance of success.
Langer carries the now empty container out of the room and reenters a moment later, her hands empty. She shuts the door and locks it. She does the same to the door I used before she returns to the pedestal.
“You may join us now,” Dumont says to me.
I can barely breathe as I find myself only inches from the chaser for the first time since Lidia and I arrived in this world over a year ago.
“Today, I’d like to do a few tests,” Dumont says. “According to you, the machine is currently bonded to me and no one else.”
“That’s correct.”
“I hope you don’t mind that I would like to make sure that’s true.”
“I understand.”
“Good. Min has tried to open it but can’t. I’ve also tested it with a few other people and achieved the same result. But I would like to make sure it doesn’t work for you.”
“You said it yourself. If it did, I’d be gone already.”
“Humor me.”
I place the pad of my thumb against the reader on the side of the box, and try not to think about the fact I’m touching the chaser.
Nothing happens.
Dumont smiles. “Now we know you weren’t lying. But does that also mean you can’t make it jump?”
“Why would I be unable to open it, yet still be able to work the controls?”
“I’m a scientist. I require proof.”
I assume she’s going to open the device, but instead she slips an arm through the crook of my left arm while Langer does the same through my right, which, due to my persuader, causes me to grimace in pain. Once they have a secure hold on me, Dumont cradles the box in her other arm and releases the lid. She has clearly listened to my stories about trips with multiple people. If, for some reason, the box does work for me, she and Langer will go wherever I go. 
On the display screen, Dumont has entered a jump that will take us back exactly fifty years. The destination, of course, is the same as our current location. 
“Whenever you’re ready,” Dumont says.
I press the go button, and nothing happens. “As I said, it only works for whoever it’s keyed to.”
“And that would be me.” Dumont taps the button herself.
Though I have jumped more times than I can remember, the last trip was the one I took with Lidia, so it’s a shock to be surrounded by the gray mist again. It’s like a memory of something I’ve forgotten, something wonderful. I’m just beginning to bask in its comforting presence when it fades and we materialize in bright sunlight.
Despite the dull throb in my head, my training kicks in and I drop toward the ground. I’m held up, though, because my arms are still linked to the others’. 
“What are you doing?” Dumont asks.
We are in a clearing surrounded by trees. There’s no one but us around. 
“Oh, right. Your safety precautions.”
I nod. I’ve told her about the rule of arriving in the wee hours of the morning, when the possibility of being seen by someone is remote. It’s unnerving to do otherwise.
“Relax,” she says. “The closest person is days away.”
She can’t know that for sure, but it seems safe to assume there’s no one close by and leave it at that. Langer seems to be suffering more from the trip than Dumont and I am. While she still has a hold of my arm, she is cringing and rubbing her forehead with her free hand. 
Dumont doesn’t seem to notice. She’s staring across the meadow but I don’t think she’s looking at the trees. “You asked me the other day how I knew your chaser was a time machine.”
I did indeed, but she ignored me like she often does.
“The truth is,” Dumont goes on, “we had no idea what your device actually did, only that it had a screen for inputting dates. After Min developed a chart that translated your dating system into ours, I entered the date when you and your dead companion were found, thinking it might bring up information that would reveal where you were from, and I pushed the button. I bet you can imagine how surprised I was when the room vanished and then reappeared, looking different.
“I went in search of Min, but the people I passed in the hallway kept giving me odd looks. I headed for the infirmary, thinking maybe the device had somehow injected me with something. On the way, I ran into a researcher I know. He was shocked to see me. Said he had no idea I had come down. I told him to stop playing around, that I’d just seen him yesterday, but it soon became clear that he wasn’t joking. I made my excuses and went outside, thinking some fresh air would help. 
“The moment I stepped through the exit, I was shocked by how hot it was. Not an hour before, it had been a rainy, cool day with a forecast of more of the same. Back inside, the board where schedules and announcements are posted caught my eye. All the dates were for events that took place right around the same time as the one I’d entered on your device.”
A quiet laugh. “The history book you were translating for us couldn’t help but make me consider the possibility you’d traveled in time. But the truth is, I could never really believe it. As I looked at those notices, though, and I thought about the suddenly hot day and the colleague who was shocked to see me, I began to think that maybe you actually had. I hurried back to the room I’d arrived in and entered the date for the present. Just like that, I was back where I should be, on a day that was still rainy and cool.
“The only proof I had, though, that I’d traveled in time was my memories. I needed more than that, so I came up with a simple idea that would answer the question once and for all. Here, I can show you.”
She unlaces her arm from mine and walks across the field. Langer, still wincing, pulls me after the professor. We stop near a rock at the far edge of the clearing, where Dumont digs. 
About two feet down, she uncovers a flat, metallic surface. She widens the hole and pulls out a container not too unlike the ones she keeps the chaser and the history book in. She releases the latches and lifts the top panel. Inside are several buttons and a glass display screen, all dormant, and all, I am sure, far advanced for this moment in history. She touches three of the buttons, and after several seconds, the screen comes on. 
A flickering line of blue runs an inch or so down the left side of the screen, indicating the machine has experienced some wear and tear. Displayed on the screen are two strings of numbers, one stacked above the other. Digits at the far right of the upper string are constantly changing, the farthest right number moving the fastest. The bottom string is constant.
“It’s probably hard for you to decipher, but what the readout means is that this timer has been running for fifty years, nine days, fourteen hours, thirty-seven minutes, and twelve seconds.”
A simple idea, all right. And smart. She traveled one hundred years into the past and buried a timer. She could have just gone a year, or even ten, but for whatever reason she chose a hundred. The moment she hopped back to the present, she likely walked out into the rain forest and dug the box up. 
A near instantaneous way to confirm she has indeed time traveled.
She reburies the box, then stands. “Min, can you hold this for me?” 
Langer walks over and takes the chaser.
“I know you have been reluctant to tell me how to make the machine travel to other places,” the professor says to me. “In your place I would be reluctant, too. And to be honest, I’m not sure the persuader would provide enough motivation for me to share everything I know.”
“It’s more than enough for me,” I say, nervous. “You know I haven’t been holding back.”
She scrutinizes me. “Do I?” She points past me. “You see that mound over there?” 
I turn and look. There’s a barely noticeable rise in the land just inside the trees to the north. I twist back around. “What about it?”
“That’s where you’ll want to go.”
“What’s over—”
Before I finish my question, she wraps an arm around Langer and pushes the chaser’s go button. In an instant, they’re gone.
As ridiculous as I know it is, I race forward and swing my arms through the air where they were, yelling, “No! No! No!”
But there is nothing I can do to bring them back. For the first time since I was recruited by the Upjohn Institute—in reality, since well before that, though I didn’t know it then—I’m in a world and time where no chaser exists. I’m trapped with no way of returning to the future unless Dumont comes back.
I turn around and around, unable to breathe, having no idea what I should do. Then I notice the disturbed earth covering Dumont’s timer. In a fit of anger, I push the dirt away and pull the box out. It’s heavier than I expected, but not so heavy that I can’t lift it above my head. 
I look for the perfect spot to smash it against the ground, but at the last moment I come to my senses. If I destroy the timer, she will know it, and maybe she’ll take it as a sign to never return. Fighting my inner demon, I put the timer back into the hole. Before I bury it again, however, I find a stone and scratch into the top plate, I WILL SHOW YOU EVERYTHING, underlining the last word several times.
When I’m done, I look for shelter. I’m hoping my stay won’t be long but I don’t want to be caught unprepared. When I spot the small rise Dumont pointed out, I wonder what she wanted me to see. 
I jog over, hoping there’s a cave on the other side, or perhaps even a hut. What I find instead is Jovan, bound and gagged and lying on the ground, surrounded by several bags.
I untie him. “Are you all right?”
He sits up, cradling his right arm. “No, I’m not all right! One minute they force me into that surgery room, and the next I wake up here all tied up and my arm screaming in pain. I’m not all right at all!”
Now I know what Dumont was doing in those twenty minutes she made me wait before we left. 
I open one of the bags and find water and some food. There’s far more than I want to see, but I try not to think about what that means and hold out a bottle of water to Jovan. “Here. This will help.”
As he drinks, I open the other bags and find a portable canopy, a couple of sleeping mats, matches, lamps, and a few other camping items. Any thoughts I had that we’ll be here only an hour or two have disappeared. 
Calmer now, Jovan says, “Where the hell are we?”
“That’s not an easy answer.”
“Why not?”
“Because…” I pause. Since we’ve known each other, we have been dancing around the truth about who I am and how I got here. I guess now is as good a time as any to tell him the truth, albeit leaving out the part about my plan to erase his world. “All right, but you’re going to need to keep an open mind.”
__________
THOUGH MUCH OF what I want to tell Jovan, I’ve already said to Dumont, there are things I’d like to share that I absolutely don’t want the professor to know. So, on the assumption she’s planted audio bugs among our things, I use Jovan’s and my old sign language to suggest we first check our clothes and move far from the equipment. 
We find a good spot, build a campfire, and I begin.
Though Jovan asks many questions, he’s more accepting of my story than I have any right to expect. Of course, he’s witnessed Dumont disappearing in front of us and seen much of the history book. He’s also known me for a while now and is well aware of how different I am. 
By the time I finish my tale, night has fallen and our fire has burned to embers.
“Show me the timer,” he says.
Using a bundle of dried branches as a makeshift torch, we trek across the meadow. The dirt covering the container is so loose now, it takes me less than a minute to dig it out. I pull off the top and touch the three buttons in the same order Dumont did. The display screen flickers to life.
Jovan examines it for a moment before picking the lid off the ground from where I set it. He wipes a finger across the surface and holds it in the light.
“You wrote this?” he says, referring to the message I scratched on the metal.
“Yes.”
“Then why hasn’t she come back? If she’s in the future, she should have read it already, right? She could have come back for us right after she left you here. Shouldn’t that be the way it works?”
“She could have, yes. But I have a feeling she thinks a little time out here will strengthen my willingness to cooperate.”
“How long is a little time?” he says, annoyed.
“There’s a week’s worth of food, so unless she’s thinking we’re going to live off the land, I figure she’ll be back before we run out.”
After the container is closed and the hole filled in for the third time, we return to camp, where Jovan stretches out on his mat and closes his eyes. I do the same, but I’m sure it will be impossible for me to sleep. When I open my eyes again, however, the sun is about to peek over the horizon.
I soon become aware of the sound of crackling grease and the smell of cooking meat. I sit up and see Jovan has rekindled the fire and is frying up some sausages.
“Good morning,” I say.
“Morning.” 
We eat in silence, and when we’re done, Jovan takes all the pots and plates over to the equipment bags. I think he’s about to clean them, but he comes back for the mats and blankets and takes them away, too. 
When he returns, it’s just the two of us in the clothes we’ve been wearing.
“Do you have a plan to get your chaser back?” he asks.
“Only to get as close to it as I can, so when the opportunity presents itself I can grab it.”
“And what will you do after you have the chaser and make it work for you again?”
“Get away from here.”
“Your home?”
I hesitate. “Not directly.”
With a forlorn smile, he says, “The woman you came with. Lidia? She…changed things. You need to repair that.”
I nod.
“What happens to here when you do that?”
His eyes show no need for me to answer. I’ve given him too many pieces of the puzzle and he’s put the truth together himself. As I’ve always known, Jovan is not a stupid man.
“Are you going to try to stop me?” I ask.
“Stop you?” He laughs. “I’m going with you.”
My brow furrows. “I’m sorry?”
“There’s nothing for me here. And if all you said is true, this hellhole should not exist.” He looks across the meadow. “You will take me with you. I want to see somewhere else. I want to know what it’s like to really be free.”
Bringing Jovan with me has never crossed my mind. When I get the chaser, I’ll need to move fast to prevent Dumont from stopping me. But I owe this man my life. The least I can do is give him his.
“When I go, you go.”
__________
DUMONT DOES NOT return for four days. This turns out to be a blessing, as it gives Jovan and me more than enough time to discuss multiple ways to steal the chaser and get away, some that even involve not getting killed. The wait also presents me with the opportunity to make other preparations, including slipping into my shoe a small section of stiff wire I removed from one of the lanterns. I hope I get the chance to use it.
When Dumont does finally show up, Jovan and I immediately stand and bow our heads. This is step one of the plan.
She’s not carrying the chaser, so I assume Langer is nearby with the device. “I received your message,” Dumont says. “Can I assume you mean it?”
“Absolutely,” I say. “I’ll show you everything you need to know.”
“Good.” She turns and walks back the way she came. “Let’s go.”



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
 
THE TASK OF working out locations in this world would be harder if I didn’t already have experience doing the same kind of thing after finding myself in Iffy’s world. The chaser’s maps display the world of my original timeline. And while the continents and islands are in all the right places, the cities and towns and political borders often differ.
Admittedly, translating them to work in Iffy’s world was a little easier than doing so here. There, the historical change happened only two hundred forty years in the past, so some of the political borders and most of the older cities were the same. The timeline split that brought about Jovan’s world was more than three times farther back, meaning very few things align. What I must do is estimate where Dumont wants to go by comparing a map of her world with the one on the chaser, which, as I tell her several times, may necessitate adjustments on arrival.
We start small, taking short hops to locations within the facility itself. Once again, Dumont brings Langer and me with her. Thankfully, the professor is heeding my advice about arriving well after midnight, and we avoid giving any unsuspecting personnel a heart attack.
Pleased with the results, Dumont expands the parameters of our jumps. We return to Saint Jakup several times, and visit other cities in North America, Europe, and Asia. I show her the method of investigating an area on the initial jump to find a spot where we can arrive during the day without drawing attention. I demonstrate how the machine can automatically determine a specific location’s number that we can then use to hop there. 
I am nothing but helpful.
These trips are interesting and educational for her and nearly as enlightening for me. Having been born a citizen of a stagnating British empire, I have experienced a badly run world. From what I’ve now seen, this one is worse. The fractionalization I observed in Saint Jakup extends to everywhere we go. I can’t imagine what it must be like to live in the constant state of potentially deadly flux most people here endure. 
Perhaps I’m just trying to convince myself how awful this world is so that erasing it will be easier. But I’m doing everything I can to observe with an open mind, and what I see does not fill me with hope for the future of Jovan’s people.
Each new trip we take seems to energize Dumont more, and I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s getting addicted to the journeys. Which is why I’m surprised when three whole days pass without me being taken to the gray room that serves as our departure hall. Jovan, who has been assigned a job with the maintenance department, noses around where he can, but no one he talks to has seen the professor.
The thought that keeps fighting to be heard is one I’d rather not consider, but I can’t hide from it. What if she’s decided she no longer needs my help and is now making jumps on her own? Is it possible I’ve already been in the same room with my chaser for the last time? Have I missed my opportunity to save Iffy and Ellie and make things right again?
Two more days of nothing and I’m on the verge of panic. In the evening, Jovan brings news that Langer and Dumont were spotted leaving the compound via rotor the day after my last jump and have not returned. No one seems to know where they went. 
Did they take the chaser with them? Are they ever coming back?
I’m in the middle of a loosely supervised walk around the compound grounds on the eighth evening since Dumont’s disappearance, trying to excise some of my tension, when I hear the faint sounds of a rotor. I search the night sky until I pick out the lights of the craft from among the stars. For a while the vehicle seems to hang almost static in the sky, but I soon realize this is because it’s heading straight for us. 
When it circles the facility a few minutes later, I see it’s a large military craft, with turrets sticking out in several places. It appears to have taken some damage in the not too distant past. I lose sight of it as it drops behind one of the buildings and touches down in the landing area. There’s no way for me to get to that part of the base so I’m unable to see if anyone gets off.
Less than ten minutes later, a two-member escort interrupts my walk and take me to the gray room, where I’m left alone. 
When the door opens again and Dumont hurries in, I try to keep the relief off my face but I doubt I’m very successful. Langer follows a moment later, carrying the chaser container, which she sets on the pedestal.
“My apologies if I’m interfering with your dinner,” Dumont says. 
Something’s off. She seems distracted.
“Don’t worry about it. I haven’t even thought about eating yet.”
“Good…good,” she says as if she hasn’t heard a word I’ve said. “I have something to show you.” 
She nods at Langer, who opens the container and pulls out not my chaser but a box that looks like it, only it’s made from matte brown, high-quality-looking plastic. Langer exchanges it with the container on the pedestal. 
“What do you think?” the professor asks me.
“What do you mean?
“My prototype. What do you think?”
“Prototype. That’s a…that’s a working chaser?”
“Not yet. But I’m confident it will be within the next few weeks.”
She slips a finger along the upper edge and the top pops open. 
I stare, dumbfounded, at what is underneath. The buttons, the display screens, even the fastener heads are all intimately familiar.
“I would have had it done even sooner, if…” She waves a dismissive hand in the air. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”
“How did you build this?” 
“All you need to build anything is a sample. And we have yours.”
Every blood cell in my body turns to ice. Slowly, so that my words are as clear as possible, I say, “You opened the chaser?”
To open a chaser is to render it permanently inoperable. That was one of the lessons Marie hammered into me during my training at the institute. And while I haven’t attempted to prove whether it’s true or not, I absolutely believe it to be so. 
If Dumont has opened my chaser, all is lost. Even if Dumont could get her prototype working, and I find a way to steal it, the log of Lidia’s jumps will have been destroyed. Without it, I can never hope to find and reverse all the time glitches she created.
“There was no need to open it,” Dumont says. “I have access to the finest imaging machines in the world. I’ve seen every bit of your chaser, inside and out, and I didn’t need to remove a single fastener to do it.”
My relief is tempered by my concern that the imaging equipment damaged the device. But even that worry disappears as I realize my fear for my chaser made me blind to the much larger terror. 
Dumont is on the verge of creating her own machine. 
Once she does that, many will follow.
I can no longer wait for the perfect opportunity to act. I must erase this world before the prototype is operational. 
“I can see you’re impressed,” she says.
That’s not how I would describe what I feel, but I say, “I am.”
Pleased by my response, she places the prototype back in the container. Langer carries it out of the room.
“I was going to wait until it was ready to show you, but we are pressed for time.” She cocks her head and grins. “Or we would be if not for your wonderful device.”
A muffled siren wails from somewhere outside. 
As Dumont curses under her breath, the door opens again and Langer rushes in, carrying a container identical to the one she left with, and a canvas backpack over her shoulder.
“Hurry, hurry,” Dumont barks.
The moment the box is on the pedestal, Dumont takes the backpack and unfastens the top of the container. The chaser she pulls out is mine. She unlocks it and inputs jump information. 
Outside, the initial siren has been joined by others. I can also hear a deep, resonating thwack-thwack-thwack that I would say is coming from one of the large guns around the compound’s perimeter.
Langer looks past me toward the door, her eyes wide with fear, but Dumont seems unfazed as she continues working the buttons. 
Thwack-thwack-thwack.
More guns, north side of the compound this time. 
Dumont looks over at me. “Get over here!”
I hurry to her and the three of us link arms. 
Outside, all hell is breaking loose as half a dozen guns open up at the same time. Just as Dumont pushes the go button, the ground rocks from a nearby explosion. But then the mist takes us into its grasp.
__________
NIGHT. DARK AND quiet and cool.
As I’ve taught them to do, Dumont and Langer crouch with me upon arrival. 
We have traveled to February 1, 1961. The locator number means nothing to me, so we could be anywhere on the planet, but given the mild temperature and lack of snow, I guess we’re in an area rarely affected by winter, or south of the equator, where it’s still summer.
We seem to be at the edge of a dip in the land. Spread out around us are grass and trees and, in the distance, what appears to be plowed fields. 
It takes me a moment, but I finally make out the shapes of several buildings about a quarter mile away. One is much larger than the others. A barn, I think, with a farmhouse and outbuildings around it.
Now that we know we’re in a safe spot, I ask, “What was all that shooting about?”
“Not important,” Dumont whispers.
“It seemed pretty important.”
She looks away. “No. It’s not, because it’s not going to happen.”
My stomach clinches. So this isn’t just another research trip. Dumont intends to prevent the attack on the compound. But why come so far back in time? 
Before I can ask this, Dumont adjusts the chaser and we jump again.
It’s still dark. According to the chaser’s display, we’ve traveled only a minute forward in time. The difference is that the buildings I saw in the distance now loom in front of us, the closest no more than two hundred feet away.
“What are we doing here?” I ask.
“Not your business,” she snaps, her tone meant to remind me I’m merely her consultant. 
She reaches into her tunic and pulls out a small, palm-size, pistol-like weapon. 
“What are you going to do with that?” I say.
Instead of rebuking me for not keeping my mouth shut, she says, “Solve a problem, once and for all.” She slips the chaser into the backpack and glances at Langer. “You two stay here. I won’t be long.”
All my instincts tell me to stop her, but I know I can’t. She’ll either shoot me or disable me with a touch of the persuader remote she always carries. I tell myself it doesn’t matter, that whatever she plans on doing won’t affect what I need to do. And yet I feel a sense of helplessness as she sneaks away.
When we are alone, I whisper to Langer, “Where are we?”
She shushes me, but I persist until she finally says, “Maryside.”
I’ve seen that name somewhere. I look at the ground and try to recall where.
The atlas. Right. When I was correlating locations between this world and the maps on the chaser.
I didn’t memorize everything, of course, but a few places did catch my attention. Maryside was in a historical atlas, a page showing a portion of the North American west coast that included the area where I grew up—the forbidden zone—before the great war turned it into a wasteland. 
The great city of West Odessa sat in the same place where Los Angeles and New Cardiff would be. Up the coast, located between where my home in the Shallows would be and Iffy’s Santa Barbara, was the small city-state of Maryside. 
Nineteen sixty-one puts us here before the war. All the beauty surrounding us will be destroyed in only a handful of years. 
“What are we doing here?” I ask.
She refuses to say anything further, but I get my answer two minutes later when a flash lights up one of the windows in the house. While there’s no accompanying sound, I know it’s gunfire. Seconds later, there are more flashes at another window.
I wait for a third occurrence, but what I see instead is Dumont breaking from the building and heading toward us. She’s not even trying to hide anymore.
“We’re done here,” she says when she reaches us. She swings her bag off her shoulder and pulls the chaser out.
“What did you do?” 
She smirks. “You’ll see.”
She holds out an arm, and with a sense of dread, I take it and offer my other to Langer. 
__________
WITH THE EXCEPTION of the low glow from the chaser, we arrive in darkness.
Dumont takes a step forward and runs into something with a loud bang.
“Min, the lights,” she orders, pain lacing her words. 
There is more noise as Langer feels her way across the room. When the lights come on, I squint until my eyes adjust. 
We’re back in the gray room. Only it looks more like the storage space Dumont described from her initial jump into the past than the clean, nearly empty room we left. Dusty sealed boxes sit in stacks throughout most of the space, while the pedestal and the container that housed the chaser are gone. 
I glance at the chaser’s display screen. We have arrived only two minutes after we departed for Maryside. There wasn’t enough time for the room to have been filled while we were away.
Dumont looks around, confused, and then looks at the chaser, rechecking the date. But I’m sure the date’s not the problem.
The reason everything’s changed is directly connected to the trip we just took and the flashes of gunfire in the farmhouse windows. If you’ll pardon the paraphrase, for every action there is a reaction.
Dumont puts the chaser back in her backpack. “Stay close.”
She leads us to the door and opens it. The hallway is as dark as the room was when we arrived, and I sense an emptiness that’s almost chilling.
After Langer locates the controls for the hall lights and turns them on, we head toward the front of the building. 
Dust covers everything—walls, floors, boxes, door handles—in a fine even layer, disturbed only by the footprints we create.
Langer whispers, “W-w-what happened?”
“Shut up!” Dumont shoots back, trying to hide her own fear.
Unlike them, I feel an odd sense of calm. This is familiar territory. Screwing up timelines is my expertise, after all.
We hear no other sound besides those we make. When we reach the exit, Dumont carefully pulls the door open, but instead of the outside, a sheet of wood greets us. Fortunately, it takes only a couple of shoves to push it out of the way.
The compound is deserted. The windows and door of every building we can see are boarded up, and the few vehicles present are parked in a row, covered with tarps. 
“Where is everybody?” Langer asks.
“They’re not here,” I say.
Dumont whirls on me. “I can see they’re not here!”
“What I meant was that they were never here.” I wave my arm in front of me. “Look around. No one’s been here for a long time. Years, maybe.” I stare at Dumont. “Whatever you did saw to that.”
“What I did? How could that have changed this? That makes no sense at all.”
“It’s impossible to predict the ripples a change to the timeline will make. Even a small one. What makes you think you could make sense of it?”
Her gaze grows distant as she thinks it through. Finally, she says more to herself than to us, “It’s just not possible.”
“You need to tell me what you did.” 
She hesitates before saying, “I eliminated a problem. That’s all. But there’s no reason that should have caused this. She has nothing to do…” She pauses. “Had nothing to do with Trinity.”
“Who had nothing to do with it?” 
“Shim.”
Shim? “She was the one who was attacking when we jumped?”
“Who else would it have been?” 
“You were working with her once,” I remind her.
She waves an annoyed hand in the air. “An alliance of convenience. To get to you. She had you, but Zephyrus Sum is not exactly a shining star when it comes to research.” I know Sum means district, so Zephyrus must be the name of the one Shim runs. “She needed help understanding what she had,” the professor continues. “Still, it was months before she finally came to us. She never appreciated the time it took to understand what you had brought to us.”
“So that’s why she attacked us in Saint Jakup.”
Dumont snorts. “She’s just a blunt instrument with no patience. When she found out you were still alive after all these months and that I had you again, she went crazy. She came after us in Tanus, where Min and I were working on the prototype. We barely got out alive. I was sure, though, that we had gotten away clean, but obviously she figured out where the research station was.”
Something is still not adding up for me. Shim would have to be at least fifty-eight years old to be alive in the 1961 we traveled back to, but I’m sure she wasn’t older than mid-forties.
“Who did you kill?” I ask.
“What?”
“When we went back. It couldn’t have been Shim. So who did you kill?”
Dumont looks away. “It doesn’t matter. It shouldn’t have caused this.”
“Who?”
A frown. “Her mother. I wanted to make sure Shim was never born.”
The hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. She used the same tactic Lidia had employed to prevent Abraham Lincoln’s existence. “Did she run?”
“Run?” 
“The mother. Did she run when you tried to kill her?”
“She was asleep. She never knew.”
“Then why was there more than one gunshot? I saw multiple flashes in more than one room.”
Another pause. “I killed Shim’s grandparents, too.”
I can barely contain my horror. “But why?”
“They would be killed in the war anyway. Better they died with their daughter and avoid years mourning her.”
There is no way I can allow this woman to possess a chaser, mine or one she might create. She is as dangerous as Lidia, maybe even more so. If I can’t get mine and escape, I must at least destroy Dumont’s and any chances she has of making others. 
She looks back at the compound. “Their deaths couldn’t have closed this place.”
“And yet they did.” My voice is as calm as I can make it. “Pull on a single thread and you risk unraveling the whole cloth. You’ve pulled on three.”
There’s something else she hasn’t thought through. I struggle with whether or not I should mention it. If I don’t, I could grab something off the ground, whack Dumont in the head, then grab the chaser and get as far away as my gimpy leg can take me before she tries to engage the persuader. I might just make it.
But if I do, I’ll be breaking my promise to Jovan. We’ve been friends for a year, and without him, I would have surely died or become hopelessly lost, forever losing any chance at bringing my old life back. I owe him everything. 
At the moment, however, the Jovan of this Shim-less world likely doesn’t know who I am. Who knows? He may not even be in prison. The only way I can fulfill my promise is to bring back the version of this world that includes the Jovan I know. And to do that I need to help Dumont fix the time fracture she’s just created. 
Measuring my words, I point out what she’s missed. “Without Shim, you wouldn’t have me, either.”
“I already have you. So it doesn’t matter.”
“Doesn’t it?”
She stares at me, trying to figure out what I mean.
“Do you really think your prototype still exists?”
Her smirk fades.
Thread unravels cloth.
“I…I can make another,” she says. “I know what to do. It won’t be difficult.”
“Won’t it? You’ll want to return to the Trinity facility in Saint Jakup, am I right?”
She says nothing, but she doesn’t need to.
“What do you think will happen when you get there and find there’s another you already present? Do you think the security forces who guard the gates will simply accept that you’re the ‘real’ Professor Dumont? Or will they throw us in cells and take the chaser away?” I let that sink in for a moment. “If you want, you can try telling them you’re a time traveler, but do you really think that will help your cause? Or how about this? What if you get there and they have no idea who you are? Maybe the Dumont in this timeline didn’t become a scientist. Maybe she’s a teacher. Or a soldier. Or maybe she’s dead.” Time for the kicker. “And consider this. With Shim gone, there’s a good chance I got away before I was ever found and have already jumped out of here.”
I know the last part is a lie. If what Dumont did had really allowed that other me to already begin the journey to change history back, this whole place—including this version of me—would have been erased.
Time travel. The quickest way to turn your mind into an undercooked pretzel.
Dumont tries to mask her emotions, but I know what I said has struck home. She walks a few feet away and scans the deserted compound. 
“How do I fix this?”
“You need to let Shim’s family live.”



CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
 
WE ARE BACK in the hills near the Maryside farmhouse in February 1961. Per my suggestion, we arrived at two thirty a.m., and have spent most of the last half hour discussing how best to tackle the problem.
As three a.m. approaches, I reposition to a spot in front of where we arrived the first time we came here. The other two hang back, sheltered by the brush.
Right on time, earlier versions of Dumont, Langer, and me pop into existence and drop to a crouch. The second they realize someone else is here, they pull away, and I know the earlier me is about to tell his Dumont to use the chaser to jump them away. 
“Don’t go,” I say. “It’s all right.”
To this point, I have been only a shadow. Upon hearing my voice—his voice—Earlier Me gets to his feet.
I’ve met myself so many times now I’ve lost count, so my appearance is not a surprise to him. Earlier Dumont and earlier Langer, however, are unnerved by a second me and scramble a few feet backward.
“Problem?” Earlier Me asks.
“You’re about to cause a break,” I say.
“How?”
I look at earlier Dumont. “If you kill them, you’ll change more than you realize.”
“This is a hoax!” she says, unsure of which version of me to settle her gaze on. “How did you do this?”
My Dumont steps out from the bushes. “It’s not a hoax. We’ve seen what happens when I…you…kill them. It’s not what we expect.”
Earlier Dumont looks at my Dumont as if she’s seeing the impossible. “More lies,” she whispers, but her tone is unsure. 
“Killing Shim’s family changes the future in ways we don’t want,” my Dumont says.
“How?” 
My Dumont describes what happened after she murdered Shim’s relatives and we returned to the future. When she finishes, earlier Dumont is as confused by the results as my Dumont was upon discovering them.
“But I have to stop her,” earlier Dumont says.
My Dumont says, “I think I know where it can be done and not affect my work…our work.”
“Where?”
This is the part where things can go sideways. I’ve talked through several times with my Dumont what must happen, but she still doesn’t trust I’m being honest with her.
In the pause that follows, I wonder if she’s decided not to follow the plan, but then she says, “It will take both of us to succeed. I need to do some checking so that we choose the right moment. When I find it, I’ll come retrieve you.”
Earlier Dumont says, “You want us to stay here?”
“Not here. Better if you return to the research center to wait.”
“But the compound’s under attack.”
“Return one hour before you left,” my Dumont says, exactly as we discussed. “The attack won’t have started yet, and I’ll time our return so we meet you within a minute after you get there.”
Earlier Me and I share a glance. He’s experienced enough to see through the lie. He knows we won’t be coming for them, and instead will be doing something that will erase him and his versions of Dumont and Langer.
I silently apologize. 
Though he’s facing the end of his time, he helps us sell our story by saying to his Dumont, “It’s standard practice for when there are multiples. It’s better for one to do a situation assessment before bringing in the other.” 
Though his Langer isn’t expecting it, he links one arm with hers and offers his other to the professor.
Earlier Dumont’s gaze is still on her other self.
“It won’t be long. I promise,” my Dumont says. 
I tense, wishing she said we instead of it, but earlier Dumont doesn’t seem to note the discrepancy. She links arms with Earlier Me and opens her chaser’s lid.
As she does this, my Dumont’s eyes narrow. I wonder if she’s just realized there’s an easier way of getting new chasers than recreating them from scratch. She just needs to take them from her earlier selves. 
Not that I need it, but the possibility of her thinking this is one more reason for me to rid the earth of this reality.
“Stay safe,” earlier Dumont says.
My Dumont smiles, but says nothing.
A second later the others are gone.
“So the future’s right again?” Dumont asks.
“There’s one way to find out.”
__________
WE DON’T JUMP to the farthest spot possible on our timeline, but rather materialize seven hours prior to when we left on Dumont’s idiotic plan to kill Shim’s family. We also don’t go to the research facility in the rain forest, but to a deserted stretch of South American beach just north of the Tanus protectorate. From there, we perform a series of visual hops—leaping to locations we can see from our departure point—until we’re hidden among the service buildings of an airfield on the east side of the city.
A vehicle races into the aircraft holding area and stops next to a large, military-type rotor. Earlier versions of Dumont and Langer climb out of the vehicle and hurry into the craft. Once they are aboard and the door is shut, the rotor flies off toward the rain forest at the north end of the continent, where the Trinity research facility is located.
What we have just witnessed is the beginning of the journey I saw end when the rotor arrived at the facility, not long before I was brought in to see Dumont and the prototype chaser.
It’s proof that the timeline is back on Dumont’s track.
“If we stay here much longer, someone might find us,” I say.
Dumont nods, and from her notepad, enters the location number and the time I worked out for her earlier. With one more look toward the shrinking dot in the sky, she presses the go button.
__________
NIGHT WRAPS US like a familiar blanket. We are on a darkened hillside, and below us are the twinkling lights of the fractured metropolis of Saint Jakup. We’ve traveled over thirty-four hours backward, and several thousand miles to the north-northwest.
The plan I’ve helped Dumont come up with involves ridding herself of the Shim problem at a much later date than her previous attempt. While it’s riskier than shooting her rival’s would-be mother in a quiet house nearly sixty years in the past, she now sees the value of minimizing the ripple effect of her actions. 
What I see is what may be my best—and likely last—opportunity to make my move. Dumont is now relying on me in a way she hasn’t before. I can hear it in her tone. Her mistake has rattled her, and the skepticism she showed me previously is gone. 
And Langer? She has been rocked even more than her boss, and seems barely aware of our surroundings as we make our way down the slope.
Starting in a field next to a quiet road, we utilize visual hops to reach an alley near our ultimate destination. The street beyond it is as sleepy as the others we’ve seen—a moving vehicle now and then but no foot traffic, not at this hour.
“There it is,” Dumont says, gesturing down the block.
Seventy yards away, on the other side of the street, is the start of a tall concrete wall that runs away from our position farther than we can see from this angle. Strung across the top are several wires, making the structure at least twenty feet tall, while bright lights illuminate a closed mesh gate farther along the wall.
“Where inside, exactly?” I ask. 
“The place was a farm a hundred years ago,” Dumont says. “The original house has been converted into the commander quarters. She’ll be in there.”
She opens the chaser.
“What are you doing?” 
Without looking up, she says, “Getting us on the other side of that wall.” 
“You can’t see where we’re going. You could put us right in front of someone, or inside a building.”
“I’ve been there before, remember?”
“So you know the layout well enough for a precise entry? You know where every guard is at this exact moment?”
Her fingers pause and she looks at me. “You have a better idea?”
“A million times better. We see where we’re going first.”
“And how are we supposed to do that?” 
I look back around the corner and scan the buildings along the street. 
“There.” I point at the tallest building on our side of the road. It’s a six-story structure about three quarters of the way toward Shim’s base. “From the roof, we should be able to see enough of the inner grounds to pick out where we can safely jump.”
Dumont checks it out but doesn’t look convinced. “We can’t risk someone seeing us walk down there. And what if the stairs don’t go all the way to the roof?”
“Who said anything about stairs? We’ll just hop there.”
“To the top of the building? That’s possible?”
I nod at the chaser. “May I?”
She gives it to me without any hesitation, and I smile inwardly. She’s not seeing me as a threat at all now.
If not for the persuader remote in her pocket, I would run with the box. 
Patience, I caution myself. 
I use the jump calculator to determine the position of the building and the approximate height where we need to arrive. If I guess too high, the jump will abort and we’ll be back where we started, but if I’m within a foot or two, it will drop us where I want, with perhaps a bit of air under our feet.
Once I enter the location number, I hand the device back to Dumont. “That should do it.”
She and I lock arms. I look over at Langer but she’s several feet behind me, not having moved since we arrived.
“Min!” Dumont whispers harshly.
Another second passes before Langer looks up.
“Pull it together,” Dumont orders. “Let’s go.”
Langer shuffles over as if in a fog. The moment she links with me, Dumont pushes the go button.
I’ve indeed done my job well, and we arrive on the roof no more than a quarter inch above the surface.
“Stay here,” Dumont tells Langer.
I don’t know if Langer has heard, but she doesn’t move when Dumont and I sneak over to the three-foot retaining wall that runs across the front of the building. Slowly we rise enough to peek over the top.
A strip of land running along the near side of Shim’s base is hidden from us by the buildings surrounding the large compound, but most of the grounds is visible.
“Where’s the house?” I ask.
Dumont studies the base. “Left side, midway back. Two-story gray building. See it? Just in front of that building with all those communication discs on top.”
I nod. 
“We could jump to its roof, right?” she asks.
We could, but there are three problems with that. The first two I tell her. “I don’t see any way inside from there, and even if there was one, someone inside might hear us walking around. There’s no reason we need to take that chance.”
She considers that, nods, and starts looking around for an alternate location.
The reason I’ve kept to myself is the one most important to me. Jumping to the roof of Shim’s quarters puts us that much closer to achieving Dumont’s goal. I won’t let things get that far.
“There,” she says. “That dark building farther to the right. Across the parking area from the house.”
It’s a good choice. The building looks administrative, so there shouldn’t be more than a few people inside at this hour. Also, there are plenty of bushes and trees around the structure we can hide among. The closest manned position is the guardhouse at the back end of the parking area, between the target building and Shim’s home. Under normal circumstances I’d consider this a negative, but not tonight.
“Good eye,” I say. “That’ll work fine.”
Without me even suggesting it, she hands me the chaser again and I work out a location number that will put us near the hedges at the front right corner. When I hand the chaser back, I see her glance at Langer, and for a moment I think we’re going to leave the other woman behind. But even in the professor’s focus to destroy Shim, she hasn’t turned stupid. She motions for me to follow her back to Langer.
“Min!” Dumont whispers as we approach. 
Langer doesn’t move.
Dumont sets the chaser on the roof and grabs her assistant by the shoulders. “Snap out of it! We have work to do!”
Like a wild animal awoken from its sleep, Langer jerks back, knocks Dumont’s hands away, and runs toward the back of the building.
Dumont curses, says to me, “Help me,” and takes off after the other woman.
Good thing she doesn’t look back, because she’d see me staring at the chaser she’s left behind.
Grab it! A voice yells in my head.
I want to. Oh, do I want to. 
But rekeying the device takes time, and before I could finish, Dumont would realize something is up and would set my nerve endings on fire with the touch of a button. Maybe if the surrounding buildings were as tall as this one, I could race across them and get out of range of her remote. But they’re all several stories shorter so I’d have nowhere to go.
I need to stick with my plan. It’s my only hope.
I take off after Dumont, but my damaged leg means I don’t run like I used to, so I’m still far behind when the professor tackles Langer. 
“No. Let me go,” Langer says, struggling to get out from under her boss. “I have to get out of here. I have to go!”
“Min. Stop it.”
“Let me go! Let me go!”
I arrive as Dumont slaps the other woman across the face. My attention is drawn, however, to the top of the persuader remote sticking out of Dumont’s jacket pocket. 
“Hold her down,” Dumont says to me.
I drop next to her, bumping the side of my torso against hers. She’s focused on Langer and doesn’t seem to notice.
“Grab her arm,” the professor orders.
I grab Langer’s arm and pin it to the ground. The woman rocks back and forth as Dumont slaps her again. 
I edge my free hand back along my rib cage, until it’s close to Langer’s pocket.
“Min, stop it.”
Langer’s twists and turns are weakening so I know I have only seconds. When Langer tries to pull her arm away again, I act as if the effort is stronger than it really is. I bump against Dumont, snatching the remote as I do.
I stop breathing, sure she’s felt the device slip from her possession, but she continues looking at Langer. Carefully I slide the device into my pocket.
Langer tries a final time to break free before stopping. Tears welling, she says, “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”
From the look on Dumont’s face, I know she hasn’t a clue what to do.
To heighten her concern, I say, “She’ll expose us if we take her.”
“She’ll expose us if we leave her here. We’re too close,” Dumont counters, jumping to the exact conclusion I hoped she would.
“What if we leave her in the hills where we first arrived? She won’t be a problem there, and since we already have the location number for inside the compound, we can just jump straight in from the hills.”
As Dumont thinks about this, I worry she’ll become concerned that my suggestion means she’ll be alone with me.
Quickly I say, “If you want, I could also stay and watch her.”
This has the desired effect. “The hills are a good idea. Help me get her up.”
Langer puts up no struggle as we guide her back to the chaser. I help the professor save the information for our future jump into Shim’s compound, and then bring up the location number for the hills.
One moment we’re in the city, the next we’re back in the darkness of the countryside. We find a good spot for Langer to wait and help her sit. From the look on her face, I doubt she’ll move an inch.
Now comes the moment of truth.
“We’ll be fine,” I say. “I’ll make sure she doesn’t go anywhere.”
When Dumont takes more than a second to respond, I think I’ve overplayed my Mr. Helpful hand and she’ll simply nod and leave.
But she says, “She’ll be fine on her own. Bring up the jump.”
She holds out the chaser for me to work the screen, and again the voice in my head screams at me to grab it and run. The remote is in my pocket now, and I’m no longer restricted by a roof. But I do have a leg that doesn’t work as well as it should, and no doubt in my mind that Dumont could catch me. While I give myself a good chance at winning any ensuing fight, I can’t risk damaging the chaser in a scuffle.
I still need to be patient. If what I have in mind works, there’s a much better opportunity waiting for me on the other side of the jump.
I bring up the number for Shim’s compound.



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
 
ONCE MORE, MY calculations prove to be dead on. We arrive tucked against the hedges at the northwest corner of the administration building, leaning down so that our heads don’t stick above the top of the bushes. 
We creep to the northeast corner of the building, where we get our first view of Shim’s quarters. 
Security lamps protrude from the side of the house facing the parking area. A light is shining through a second-story window. The rest of the house is dark.
I shoot a few glances at the parking lot guard station, so as not to appear to give it too much attention. It’s ahead to our right, at the midpoint between the building we’re hiding next to and Shim’s place. Shadows move around inside but I can’t tell how many people are there. 
One is all I require.
 “Can you put us inside the first floor?” Dumont whispers. She’s been paying more attention to Shim’s place than the guard hut.
I can, but I don’t want her to think it’s that easy. “Do you know the layout? We don’t want to end up on top of a desk, or knocking something over as soon as we arrive.”
She frowns. “I’d just be guessing.”
“If we can get close to a window and see what’s inside, I could jump us in after that.”
She checks the building again. “That window along the front isn’t covered. We could travel to the tree in the yard and sneak up to it.”
I make a show of studying her suggestion. “That’ll work.”
She passes the chaser to me without looking, which is a good thing, because I’m sure she would be able to read my intentions otherwise.
My fingertips tingle as I use the calculator to determine our arrival point. I glance at the professor. She’s still staring at the house. 
When I’m ready, I tap her on the shoulder, and hold the chaser toward her with one hand while grabbing her elbow, ready to travel, with my other. As I hoped, she grabs the other edge of the box but does not take the chaser from me.
As she moves her finger toward the go button, I rock my shoulder away from her, and as we jump, I shoot it back toward her.
Rule number who-knows-what of time travel: movement begun before a jump continues after arrival. The moment we materialize, my shoulder slams into hers and I yank the device from her grip, keeping a finger over the display screen to keep the lid from closing all the way.
I have been very precise in choosing an arrival point—not next to the tree as Dumont expected, but right outside the guard hut. My shove sends her staggering in front of the door.
Chaser in hand, I turn the other way and duck behind one of the parked vehicles.
I hear surprised voices and running steps. The first come from the guards in the hut, while the second must be Dumont chasing me.
Still in a crouch, I move around the back of a car right before she reaches a point where she’d be able to see me. 
“You! Stop!” a guard yells outside the hut. 
More footsteps. Several sets, racing after Dumont. 
I weave through the parking area until I reach a small, cargo-transportation vehicle and hunker down beside it.
More shouts from the guards and footsteps pounding the pavement. They are no longer heading in my direction so it’s time for me to get out of here. I look around for my best route, and freeze. 
Flashlight beams announce the approach of reinforcements. They’re not in the parking area yet, but they will be soon. My escape routes are blocked. What I need now is somewhere better to hide, fast. I spot several armored military transport vehicles parked in a row. They’re like passenger vans, if the vans were squatter, painted black, and had long, thin openings for windows that someone could stick guns out of. The side door on each is propped all the way open, no doubt for quick access in case of emergency.
As quietly as I can, I make my way to the nearest one and slip inside. I want to close the door, but since the others are all open, that would draw attention. So I focus on assessing my hideout.
All the seats but the driver’s are folded against the walls so that they’re out of the way unless needed. There are three built-in cabinets and a large gun mount in back, currently without a weapon.
I stand—best I can with the under-five-foot ceiling—and move to one of the slot windows. The reinforcements have reached the lot, and have spread out to search between vehicles. I switch to the other side and see two guards still in front of the hut, but a third has walked into the lot a dozen feet or so and is looking in the distance. 
I lean close to the window to get an angle on what he’s looking at. 
A few seconds later, four soldiers come into view, holding Dumont between them. Though she has blood on her face, her expression is impassive.
I’m about to pull back when I hear a shouted command. The guards at the hut and the one who moved away snap to attention.
Shim is walking from her quarters toward the guard hut. 
Get out of here.
I move away from the slot and sit on one of the fold-down chairs. From the side of my shoe, I tease out the wire I hid there. I created a hook at one end, but it’s the straight end I need now. I drag it across my forearm deep enough to draw blood. The chaser requires a sample to rekey. Unfortunately, the blood needs to be dry. I squeeze my arm until there’s enough blood to spread around and then I blow on it, hoping that will speed up the process.
I check the outside again. 
The men escorting Dumont are approaching the hut where Shim now waits. The other soldiers who rushed over to help are nearing Shim, too.
When Dumont and her guards stop, Shim walks up to the professor. Her lips move but her voice is too low for me to hear, until she shouts, “Where is it?”
Dumont remains silent.
“Where?”
My gut clenches. I’m sure the it she’s referring to is the chaser. If she only knew how close it is to her.
When Dumont still doesn’t respond, Shim says, “Why did you come here? Who’s with you? Where are they?”
No answer.
Shim turns to her men. “She couldn’t have come alone! Get out there and find whoever she was with!”
The men scatter into the parking area.
I check the blood on my arm. It’s tacky now, but not dry. 
Hurry up, hurry up! I blow on it again.
Another check outside reveals most of the soldiers are moving farther from me. Two, however, are heading in my general direction. 
I blow more air over my arm. Still not dry enough. 
One of the soldiers is three or four vehicles away. 
So that everything will be ready, I use the hooked end of the wire to open the tray where the sample needs to go.
The footsteps are closer now. Knowing I won’t get it rekeyed before someone looks in, I open one of the cabinets. It’s filled with containers. The second cabinet is smaller but it’s empty so it will have to do.
I check my blood again. Drier. I’m just not sure if it’s dry enough.
A footstep. Near the back of the transport.
I’ll have to risk it. 
Using the wire, I scrape some of the blood off my arm and into the tray. 
“Please work,” I whisper as I put the wire on the floor and push the tray closed. 
The display lights up with the message:
 
INVALID USER
 
That is quickly replaced by:
 
PROCESSING
 
I’m not sure if that means it’s rekeying to me or something else entirely. The steps coming up the side of the vehicle means I’m almost out of time. 
I climb into the cabinet and pull the door shut. Since there’s no way to latch the door closed from the inside—probably because there’s no need for one—I have to hold on to the chaser with one hand and the lip of the door with the other. 
The vehicle sways with the weight of someone climbing inside.
I glance at the chaser’s display.
 
PROCESSING
 
Every time I’ve seen a chaser rekeyed, whether when I did it before or when Lidia did it in 1952, the process has gone much faster. My blood must not be dry enough. Does that mean it won’t work at all?
The soldier takes a few steps farther inside, and I hear nothing for several seconds. It’s like he’s decided to take a break. Finally he heads back outside.
He didn’t find me. 
I’m okay.
I hear a muffled voice from who I assume is the same guy. In the pauses I hear some static, so I’m guessing he’s talking on a radio.
I look at the chaser again. 
 
PROCESSING
 
I’m starting to hope it will display REKEYING FAILURE so I can try again. The remaining blood on my arm is dry enough now. I reach into my pocket to grab the wire but it’s not there. 
I check my other pocket. Empty.
Did it fall onto the cabinet floor? I reach down but then stop as I remember.
I set it on the cabin floor right after using it. 
Did the soldier see it?
I start to ease open the cabinet door to check, but I hear someone by the main door again. I shut myself back in as the truck rocks even more than it did last time.
The soldier has not returned alone.
A glance at the chaser.
 
PROCESSING
 
Footsteps moving down the vehicle toward my cabinet. 
The display:
 
PROCESSING
 
A moment of silence outside, and then the cabinet door tugs against my fingers. As quickly as it started, the pulling stops.
I’m starting to think I’ve tricked them into believing the cabinet is locked when the door jerks out of my grasp and I find myself looking at Shim herself, flanked by a pair of gun-wielding soldiers.
This is the first time I’ve seen her smile. “Denny Younger. This is a pleasant surprise.” Her gaze drops to the box in my hand. “And you’ve brought me a present. Thank you so much.” 
When she holds out her hand for the box, I notice a slight change in the light coming from the display screen. I raise the chaser, but as I do, my fingers move to the keys that activate the emergency escape combination. 
Shim must realize something’s up, because her hand darts out as I push the buttons.
Everything winks out for a second, and then the world comes back.
I’ve jumped ten feet to the side and fifteen minutes earlier, putting me outside the transport at around the same time Dumont and I are dealing with Langer on the roof of the building across the street.
The only problem is, I haven’t hopped alone. Shim apparently got her hand on my chaser before the jump activated.
She staggers a few feet away from me. “What did you—”
I push the emergency escape combination again, moving me another ten feet and fifteen minutes further into the past where I am now alone and unseen.
To be safe, I drop behind the nearest vehicle and give myself a second to catch my breath.
I’ve done it. 
I have the chaser.
It’s keyed to me. 
I can make everything right again.
I select a locator from the recent-jumps list and input a time only a minute different from right now.
__________
I ARRIVE IN the rain forest, just outside the walls of the Trinity research facility. Since I can’t easily figure out the exact locator number for where I want to go, I make a series of smaller jumps that eventually put me inside Jovan’s and my cell.
He and yet another earlier me are sound asleep. I move up to my friend’s bed and shake his shoulder. It takes a moment, but he finally blinks his eyes open. “Wha—”
I hold up a finger to my mouth.
He looks confused.
“I promised I’d take you with me,” I whisper. “It’s time.”
He sits up, eyes widening. “Really? You…you…did it? We can leave?”
“Yes, but we have to go now. Don’t worry about getting dressed. Just grab your clothes and stay quiet.”
From the look on his face, I know he doesn’t understand why until he catches sight of the body on the other bed.
“I’d rather not wake myself up,” I say before he can speak. It’d be best if this earlier me is unaware he’s being erased.
Jovan eases out of his bed, grabs some clothes, and slips on his shoes.
“Ready?” I slip an arm through his and grab the chaser with both hands.
“I…I think so. Do I need to know anything?”
“Just don’t let go.” 
Jump.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
 
THERE IS MUCH I need to do before I can start the process of unraveling Lidia’s mess, so our first stop is only a bit more than a year in the past.
We are northeast of Saint Jakup, in what I now know is a kind of no man’s buffer between civilization and the forbidden zone. The trip was more than enough of a shock for Jovan, so I have him wait in a ravine where he should be safe if anything unexpected happens to me.
I hike south about a quarter of a mile, reaching the point—with fifteen minutes to spare—where my chaser indicates I need to be. After finding a good hiding spot, I settle in.
Precisely on time, two shapes materialize in the small depression in front of me. Lidia and the me she yanked with her through time. This is the moment we first arrived in Jovan’s world.
As the paralysis of the jump releases them, Earlier Me hits Lidia in the hand, knocking free the knife she was holding. They tumble to the ground, though it’s not because I hit her. The jump they just finished was long and painful. 
Lidia is sprawled on the grass, and Earlier Me lies beside her. 
I feel the urge to yell “watch out!” as Earlier Me struggles through his daze and crawls toward the chaser. But I keep my mouth shut, and watch as his hand comes down on the discarded knife, which slices his palm. I rub the scar on my hand, remembering the sting.
Earlier Me takes the knife and cuts Lidia’s bag free from her shoulder. Seconds later he has the chaser inside the bag and is staggering away.
I wait where I am.
With a jerk, Lidia pulls out of her daze and pushes unsteadily to her feet. She spots Earlier Me and heads after him. 
I follow.
I could stop Earlier Me from plunging the knife into Lidia’s heart, but it’s an unnecessary risk. In his confusion, he could stab me or, worse, my actions could somehow allow Lidia to retain control of the chaser and jump away before I can get it. 
I need to let things play out. Besides, stopping Earlier Me from doing it won’t erase that act from my life’s history. I did kill Lidia. That memory will be with me always.
Everything plays out as I recall. Lidia shoves Earlier Me in the back and he falls to the ground, but turns as he does to avoid damaging the chaser.
“Where do you…think…you’re going?” she says.
“Go away, Lidia,” he tells her. “Leave me alone.”
A second later, she dives on top of him and begins pulling and punching whatever she can. 
With a “get off!” he knocks her to the side, scrambles to his feet, and holds out the knife. “Go, Lidia. You’re done. Go and enjoy what you’ve created while you can.”
“What? Are you going to cut me?”
“I said go.”
“Or what?”
“Just go!”
She moves right up to him. “Go on, Denny. The first slice is free.”
Both Lidia and I can see the hesitation on Earlier Me’s face. 
She laughs. “I knew you didn’t have it in you. You caste dregs are all the same.”
In the brief pause that follows, I know his mind is a whirlwind of memories and anger. With a sudden thrust, he drives the knife into Lidia’s chest. 
She staggers backward and lowers herself to the ground. Kneeling beside her, he takes her hand and watches the life drain out of her. When he’s sure the monster is gone, he lies beside her and soon loses consciousness.
This is the moment I have been waiting for.
I approach them. If not for Lidia’s blood-covered shirt, they look like a couple having a peaceful sleep in a meadow.
I pick up the bag and look inside. Next to the chaser are the two other things I’ve come for: RJ’s prototype charger and the textbook titled An Overview of World History, Vol. II: Anno Domini. 
Though my chaser—actually both chasers—contains a complete log of the stops Lidia and I made on her tour of destruction, I seldom witnessed her deeds. The book is the source she used to plot her actions, and it will help me figure out exactly what she did. 
The second chaser is a bonus. I can key it to Jovan and slave the device to mine. That way we won’t have to be in physical contact every time we jump.
I tuck the bag under my arm and glance down at Earlier Me. The moment I leave here on my journey to repair history, this world will vanish, and him with it. At least I’m saving him from the months in prison and the broken leg and the trek through the desert and Shim and Dumont. 
I guess that’s something.
I head back to Jovan. It’s time for us to go.
__________
I AM A highly trained rewinder, drilled by my instructor Marie to know research is the bedrock of what I do. So it would be foolhardy to attempt to dismantle Lidia’s changes without doing my homework first.
After consulting with Jovan, I take us back seventy-five years to 1943. The coming world war is still decades away, and my friend tells me this is a simpler time. The only thing important to me is that we can get what we need here without trouble. 
As we walk the predawn streets of West Odessa, a city that in 2019 is a wasteland, I note a stark contrast to what I’ve come to know of this world. In every place I was before, soldiers were always around, even at night. But here, I see none. The few people who are out seem untroubled by our presence. Whatever fear exists here in 1943 does not come close to matching what is to come.
“There,” Jovan says, nodding across the street. “Food market.”
We stop for me to note its position on the chaser, and then continue our walk. Two streets over, we find a pharmacy-type store, which I also mark. There’s a clothing store nearby that might also have what we need but I keep us moving, hoping we’ll find someplace better.
I’m glad I did, because a block farther on we come across the equivalent of an outdoorsman shop, which is exactly what I have been hoping for.
Jovan has told me few businesses in this era are equipped with alarms. There is the possibility of a night guard, so we are very careful when we jump inside. A quick check of the store reveals we are alone and there are no alarms.
We select backpacks, sleeping bags, a tent, a cooking stove, hunting knife, two lanterns, several flashlights, matches, pots and pans, and a few other items we may need. Nothing is as high tech as I’d like it to be, but I have no intention of traveling back into the future to steal better gear. 
Once everything is loaded into the bags, we jump directly into the pharmacy, where we procure antiseptic, pain pills, thread, needles, gauze and other materials for making bandages. Next stop, the market. 
As we materialize inside, we’re welcomed by a scream. 
“What is…what…what?” The sputtered words are followed by a crash of something knocking into a shelf. 
I whip around and discover a guard has staggered back into one of the displays. We must have arrived nearly on top of him.
Hand shaking, he reaches for the gun hanging from his belt, but Jovan knocks him to the ground and wrestles the weapon away.
Pointing it at the man, Jovan says, “Do I need to pull the trigger?”
“No! Please. I-I-I—”
“Then you’ll do as we say, yes?”
“Yes. Whatever you want.”
The guard is not much more than a kid. Eighteen, nineteen if he’s lucky. And he is scared to death.
“Is there anyone else here with you?” Jovan asks.
“No. Just me.”
Jovan raises an eyebrow and makes sure the guard remembers who has the gun.
“Just me,” the guard croaks. “I swear. No one else.”
He’s probably too frightened to lie, but it’s best to check anyway. I take off my pack and say to Jovan, “I’ll be right back.”
I hurry through the main part of the store and check the stock rooms and offices in back. The guard is telling the truth.
We take him to one of the offices and tie him to a chair.
“Don’t try to get free,” Jovan tells him. “We’re going to have a look around, and when we come back, if it looks like you’ve attempted anything, we’ll be forced to do something about it. Understand?”
The man nods.
As we walk to the door, the guard regains his voice. “How did you…I mean…where did you, you know, c-c-c-come from?”
Jovan looks back at him and grins. “We’re time travelers. We’ve come to save humanity.”
“What?”
Jovan and I head back into the store before the kid can ask anything else.
“‘We’re time travelers’?” I say.
He shrugs. “He saw us pop out of thin air. Telling him the truth’s not going to hurt anything, is it?”
“I guess not.”
We collect enough food to last more than a week, keep the guard’s gun, and jump again.
__________
WE CAMP IN a meadow in the Sierra Nevada Mountains—or whatever the range is called in this
timeline—in the early summer of 1550, when the weather should be good. Iffy talked about camping trips she, her mom, and her stepdad took to these very mountains. I don’t know exactly where, but in my mind it’s someplace like this, and being here makes me feel connected to her again, however thin the thread. 
While Jovan gets to work setting up our camping gear, I take several jumps around the area to make sure no other people are around. I go as far as fifty miles and find no sign of anyone.
“I don’t mind going first,” Jovan says when I return and we have a campfire burning.
I pull off my shirt. “Let’s just get it over with.”
He sterilizes the hunting knife in the fire and, while it’s cooling, he uses the remote I stole from Dumont to disable both persuaders. He then cuts open my arm. I clench my jaw and fight through the pain as he digs around for the device. Once the thing is out, he washes the wound with antiseptic and sews me up. 
As soon as my pain reaches a tolerable level, I return the favor.
For the next two days, when I’m not sleeping, I’m sitting by the fire, mostly staring into the flames. This is the first time I’ve had for any real rest since Dumont, Langer, and I escaped the attack on the compound on our way to kill Shim’s family.
When I feel up to it, I fill Jovan in on what caused me to come for him the night I did. It disturbs him when I tell him there’s a version of him that exists farther in time than he has lived, one who very well may have been killed in that last attack. But if he’s coming with me, he deserves to know the truth about everything.
On the third day, I begin my studies.
I find dates in the textbook that match up with the log of Lidia’s jumps, and am able to finally learn the full scope of what she’s done. Allowing the Mongols to invade Europe unchecked and facilitating the death of Abraham Lincoln’s still adolescent father are just two of her seven deeds, any of which on its own would cause huge ripples through the timeline.
Unfortunately, neither the textbook nor the log tells me exactly what actions she took, so I’ll have to spy on her at each stop to learn the details before I act. You see, I may have killed Lidia in 2018, but there will be a very live version of her on the other side of every jump. If she can get the advantage over me even once, I’m doomed. But I have the advantage of time, and the ability to study her every move. 
Does that mean I’ll have to kill Lidia again? 
If yes, so be it, but I’d rather avoid it if possible. I spend a whole day ruminating on the problem before I come up with what might be the perfect solution. 
That night, while Jovan sleeps, I take a series of jumps to see if my idea is viable. 
To my great relief, it is.
After I gather all the information I need, I return to our camp seconds after I left, my friend never knowing I was gone.
By the evening of the eighth day, I’m as prepared as I’ll ever be. After a hearty meal, I settle into my bed, knowing tonight might be my last good rest in a while.
__________
AS HELPFUL AS Jovan might be in dealing with Lidia, I can’t risk him unintentionally getting in the way, so I employ the tactic I used with Iffy back when I stole money from crime lords and drug dealers. I leave him in a quiet spot in 1239, three years prior to the earliest event I’ll be dealing with. This way, if something goes wrong, any changes I might cause will affect the forward timeline only and won’t erase my friend.
To say he’s not particularly pleased with this arrangement would be an understatement. But I make it clear he won’t be able to talk me out of it. While he sulks by the campfire, I unslave the chaser he’s been using, set it to administrative training mode, and deactivate the jump function. I gather the few items I think I’ll need and walk back over to Jovan.
“You’ll barely notice I’m gone,” I tell him.
He frowns, but steps over and hugs me like I’m not coming back. “Don’t do anything stupid.”
“Not planning on it.”
I open my chaser.
“Good luck,” he says.
“Thanks.”
I push the go button and make the short jump to 1242 to start the grand unraveling.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
 
I’VE SEEN THE view before me so many times that I know it as well as I know any place I’ve ever been. It’s filled my sleep for over a year, first as a recurring nightmare of what happened here, and then as a hopeful dream as I imagined what I must do.
I’m on a forested slope above a mountain valley that I’ve seen empty and untouched and full of soldiers and horses grinding the terrain to mud. It’s the former state now, the Mongol army that will defile it still two months from finding its way here.
In exactly four calendar days, Lidia will bring me and the version of me I think of as Scout to this place. I’ve come early to have an undisturbed look around. 
The coordinates recorded in my chaser’s log tell me exactly where Lidia will appear. I study the spot and the area surrounding it for a full day, committing every bush and change in the terrain to memory. I then choose the optimal hiding spot and, once I’m in place, jump to the night Lidia will show up, ten minutes before her arrival.
After I scan the area to make sure nothing has changed, I monitor the chaser’s clock. Thirty seconds shy of the mark, I look back at the small clearing.
One moment, it’s unoccupied; the next, there stands Lidia. I note which way she’s facing as she crouches and checks to make sure no one is nearby. 
Rising back to her feet, she looks at her chaser and smiles. She must be confirming her arrival at her desired destination. She then taps at the screen, changing the readout, but I can’t see what she’s doing from where I am.
According to the log, it should be only another minute before she jumps again to daylight.
When she jerks up and looks in my direction, I know something is wrong.
There’s no way she can see me behind the bush in the dark, yet she takes a step toward me.
What’s going on? How can she—
When I realize the answer, I hit the emergency escape combination. 
Lidia blinks out, and the clearing is once more empty.
How could I have been so stupid? In all my preparation, I overlooked a crucial detail. Lidia can track other chasers on her device. She was obviously checking to make sure the version of me she’d been dragging along via a slaved chaser had also arrived, but in addition to seeing the marker for his device, she would have seen another dot representing my chaser. 
I wonder if powering it down will keep it from being detected. There’s no way to know without testing it. Which, I realize, is something I can do using Jovan’s chaser. I just need to jump back to where I left him and—
I sense a change in my surroundings. I look out at the clearing and see Lidia standing there, considerably closer to my position than she was before.
Clearly she’s also hit her emergency escape combination on the chance the person she’s tracking also did that. 
I reach for the button that powers down my device, but there is no time. Lidia is already navigating to her tracking screen, and I still don’t know if turning mine off will even work. 
I hit my emergency escape function again. And again, Lidia disappears.
Though I’m pretty sure I made the leap before her tracking screen was up, I hit the combination two more times to cover my tracks. Then I take a moment to input a trip back to Jovan.
She can’t follow me there.
My friend is standing only a few feet from where I left him, looking surprised by my sudden reappearance.
“You weren’t joking about being gone for just a moment,” he says, smiling. He sees my expression and loses the grin. “Did everything go all right?”
“I haven’t even started yet.”
“What? But I thought…” 
I hurry over to the backpack containing the other chaser, pull it out, and return to Jovan.
“Open it,” I say, holding the device out to him.
Jovan touches the lock and the lid releases. I kneel on the ground, set the two devices side by side, and bring up the tracking screen on mine. For a second I think it’s not working, but then I realize the chasers are too close to each other.
I hand Jovan his and point at a tree about a dozen feet away. “Take it over there.”
“Are we going somewhere?”
“No. I’m just checking something. Go!”
There is no real need to hurry, but I can’t lose the feeling Lidia is breathing down my neck. 
He’s not even halfway to the tree when a second dot appears on my screen. 
Okay, good. But now for the real test.
I jog over to where Jovan has stopped, and while he holds his chaser, I bring up the power screen then turn the device off.
“Are you going to tell me what’s going on?”
“Please,” I say. “Just…give me a moment.”
I return to the other chaser and check the screen. The dot representing Jovan’s device is gone. I sigh in relief. I’m not thrilled about the prospect of being in a dangerous situation with a powered-down chaser, but at least I’ll be able to keep Lidia from knowing I’m present.
“Turn it back on,” I say. I want to see how quickly the device shows up on mine. 
“How do I do that?”
“The GO button. Hold it down and then press the locator reset once.”
He looks at his machine, taking a moment to figure out what’s what. When I’m sure he understands what to do, I return my attention to the tracking screen.
“Is it on yet?” I ask.
“Yes. The screen just lit up.”
I begin counting. By the time the dot reappears, seventeen seconds have passed. I’m not sure if that’ll buy me anything, but who knows? 
“Close it up and put it away,” I say. “And don’t touch it until I come back.”
“Hold on. You haven’t told me what happened.”
“I forgot about something, but it’s not going to be a problem now.” This doesn’t come close to mollifying him, so I add, “I promise, I’ll tell you everything later.”
I adjust my jump parameters and press go.
__________
I’M BACK IN the mountain pass, arriving eleven minutes before Lidia is due. I turn off my chaser and move to the side a few feet.
No more than thirty seconds pass before another Denny appears in front of me. This is the version of me whose chaser Lidia detected last time. 
I have positioned myself directly in front of him. I figure this is better than scaring him with a tap on the shoulder. Even so, he jerks in surprise.
But he quickly regains his composure and says, “What happened?”
“Lidia’s tracking screen.”
It takes a moment before he puts it together. He groans and tilts his head back. “I didn’t even—”
“Yeah, I know.”
“Do I need to leave?”
“No. Just shut your chaser down and don’t let her see you.”
As he starts navigating to the power screen, he asks, “Are you sure that will work?”
“Yes.”
He powers down. “Is there anything else I can do?”
“No.”
He takes a beat before he nods. “Okay.” 
Another me who’s realized he’s no longer part of the main timeline. I hope I never experience that. 
He holds out his hand, we shake, and he hurries off to a point where he can watch the clearing from a bit farther back.
I hide behind the same bush as before. Without my chaser on, I don’t know exactly when she’ll show up so I keep my eyes fixed on the clearing. 
Soon enough, she appears, crouches, and checks her tracking screen just as she did earlier. This time the only dot she sees belongs to the earlier me carrying the chaser slaved to hers. She spends a moment looking down at the valley, and disappears again. 
I turn on my machine, walk out into the clearing, and find where the grass was crushed by her feet. I enter the information in my chaser, and when I’m ready, I glance back at the other me. He gives me a wave. 
I wave back then hit the button.
__________
THE CLEARING AGAIN, one minute
before Lidia is due to arrive.
I’m standing a couple of feet from where she will appear. I arrange the chaser so I can operate it with one hand, and then watch the seconds count down. 
I feel a slight shift in the air as Lidia displaces the molecules that occupied the space where she now stands. She barely has time to realize the jump has ended when I wrap my free arm around her, pinning her arms to her sides.
“Wh—”
I hit go.
__________
WE TAKE THREE jumps, never stopping for more than a second before the next kicks in. The first two jumps are one hundred years each, and the last seventy-eight, taking us to 1520. 
Rain pours down on us the moment we materialize. Before Lidia has the chance to finish the question she’s started to ask, I rip the chaser out of her hands and shove her away from me. She stumbles forward, and then whips around and stares.
“You,” she snarls. 
“I hate to tell you this, but you’re finished.” I shift her chaser beneath mine. 
“Like hell I am.” 
As she lunges, I press the escape combination and she is gone.
I lean forward and rest my arms on my thighs as I hyperventilate. What I did was not particularly physical, but the realization I’ve completed the first step in bringing Iffy and Ellie back is overwhelming. 
When my breathing finally returns to normal, I stand back up. 
The grass-covered plateau I’m on—where Lidia will soon be left—has a beautiful view of the ocean when the weather isn’t stormy. I know because I checked many different days here that night I left Jovan sleeping at our camp.
The island we are on sits between Tasmania and Australia. According to my chaser’s map, it’s called King Island. 
This is my alternative to killing Lidia. She can live out her life here, where she will have no chance of ever doing any harm. There’s plenty of material to build a shelter. There’s food. There’s water. 
I know from my studies at the institute that it will be almost a hundred years before Europeans first set eyes on Australia, and nearly two hundred more before Captain Reed lands on this island in 1799. And because 1520 is prior to any of the other fixes I will be undertaking, there’s no chance she will be erased.
Perhaps it’s cruel to abandon her here, but for her actions she deserves extreme punishment.
Besides, she won’t have to endure it alone.
I look at the chaser and realize if I stay much longer, I chance being here when my earlier self brings Lidia to the island. 
I jump to a random year where I can obtain some dry clothes, then choose the next destination from the list and reenter the mist.
__________
TWELVE FORTY-TWO once more. I haven’t arrived, however, on the same day or at the same spot as before.
I’m farther along the valley, on a slope very close to the western pass, the Mongol army spread out below me.
This is another moment I’ve witnessed previously. Lidia brought me to a spot not too far from here, via my slaved chaser when she was doing her reconnaissance. Afterward, she went on to kill the messengers sent from the Mongol homeland before they could reach the army to report the news of the Khan’s death and order everyone back to the steppes.
Now, I watch those very same messengers ride their horses past the resting troops to the leader’s tent, where they are ushered inside. I take two more jumps—one six hours later, when I see the army starting to move back down the valley the way they came, beginning their long trip home; and the other to the next day, when the only sign of the Mongols is the torn up valley floor.
I did it.
I actually did it.
Lidia’s alteration allowed the Mongols to march all the way to the Atlantic Ocean, but now they are headed home instead. 
One down. So many more to go.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
 
THE NEXT STOP is the historical point in time I have visited more than any other: 1775.
The Three Swans Tavern.
This is where everything changed for me, where I accidentally prevented the capture and execution of George Washington, which both erased the British Empire I had grown up in and brought about the birth of the United States of America. It’s also the event that, in essence, drove Lidia into madness. 
When Lidia and I came to this time together, the only thing she did was observe. Curious, I’m sure, to see what exactly I’d done to screw things up for her. After she saw what happened, she left for 1242 without changing a thing. 
But this doesn’t mean I can skip ahead to the next event, because something did occur on that trip. It wasn’t anything she did, though. It was me. 
As I’ve mentioned, the chaser I’m using has a log of all the stops Lidia made, with the exact times and location numbers for her arrival and departure points. Unfortunately, what it doesn’t include are the location numbers for where Slaved Me’s chaser ended up. We weren’t traveling side by side, and at times were separated by miles. I know where I was in relationship to her position on this stop, but I can only estimate the number. 
The jump puts me just west of the road leading to the tavern. I immediately access the chaser’s power screen to shut it down, but I stop before I do.
This is the one place I can get away with leaving my chaser on. Several versions of me are scattered around the tavern, so Lidia’s already well aware I have been to this location and time a lot. One more dot on her tracking screen shouldn’t raise a concern.
I hurry over to the road where it will be easier to move quickly. It’s what Slaved Me does when he follows Lidia to the area near the tavern. On my chaser, his dot is about a hundred yards ahead of me. That’s too far. At my encumbered speed, I’ll never get there in time by walking, so I make a hop that puts me only ten yards behind him. I check my tracker again to make sure the change in my position hasn’t alerted Lidia. The dot representing her chaser remains exactly where it was before. 
The rumble of fast approaching hooves comes from behind me.
They’re from the two British spies Richard Cahill is supposed to meet in the tavern. I forgot about them. I dart into the woods a moment before Slaved Me does the same. 
He stops and watches the horses run by because he wants to see who’s on them, but I already know and use the time to close the gap between us.
As soon as the horses pass, he turns back to the woods, and freezes when he sees me.
For a second, it’s almost as if he doesn’t recognize me, which makes sense, I guess. I’m over a year older and the intervening time was not kind to me. My face is thinner and my hair and the scruff on my face longer. I’m also sure the harsh look of experience in my eyes is one he’s never seen when he looks in the mirror. 
“You’re…you’re me,” he says. “What happened? Why are you—” He glances over his shoulder toward the tavern. “Did you already stop her? Is that why you’re here?”
“I’m working on it.”
“She’s trying to bring the empire back, isn’t she? She’s come here to stop me from causing the change.” 
He’s afraid we’re wasting time.
“Don’t worry, I’m not going to let anything happen. But I do need you to stay right here.”
“Here? Why?”
“Because I’ve been studying this for a long time, and I know exactly what needs to be done. Your presence will only complicate things.” 
He contemplates this but we are the same, so I know what his response will be before he even opens his mouth. “If that’s what’s best.”
“One last thing. Close your chaser. You don’t want the light to give you away.”
He cocks his head. “Did that happen before?”
I smile but say nothing, letting him believe what he wants. With barely a pause, he closes the device. Now he won’t be tempted to look at the tracking screen to watch me not take care of Lidia.
Denny Younger, the manipulated and the manipulator. 
I give him a small wave and cross the road into the woods on the other side, in the general direction of Lidia. Once I’m hidden among the trees, I stop and look back. 
Slaved Me is right where I left him, and he stays there right up until the moment he vanishes. I check my tracking screen and confirm that both Lidia and Slaved Me have left on their way to 1242. 
What I have prevented is Slaved Me accidentally taking Scout Me with him farther into the past. Scout is the version of me from my junior rewinder days at the institute who was simply watching the tavern and taking notes.
It is a small thing, and likely meaningless, but I can’t ignore it.
Either way, it’s done now. Time to move on. 
__________
FIX NUMBER THREE. Kentucky, 1786.
I pop into existence near the meadow where the Lincoln family cabin is located, and find a spot between some saplings and brush that hides me from all sides. Lidia appears twenty feet in front of me a few minutes later. Once more, I watch her orchestrate the murders of Abraham Lincoln’s grandfather and father. 
I note where she sets her chaser. I note how she removes her rifle from her pack. I note her concentration as she aims and fires a bullet at the woodpile the future president’s teenage uncle is hiding behind, preventing him from shooting at the attacking natives. A few moments pass and she fires again, this time stopping the teen from saving his brother’s life, and dooming the world to a history in which the great emancipator is never born.
When she disappears, I consider viewing the whole incident again before taking action, but I can’t stomach the idea of watching the child die one more time.
I sneak over to the spot where I want to reappear, record it in my chaser, and jump.
__________
I’M CONSIDERABLY
MORE precise in my arrival time than I was when I dealt with Lidia in 1242, and when I materialize, she’s already standing in front of me, in the moment after she put her chaser on the ground, but before she pulls her rifle out of her pack.
Without hesitation, I clamp a hand on her shoulder and activate my device.
Like before, we take three jumps, only backward in time. Our total elapsed trip of 266 years puts us back on King Island in 1520. We appear at the exact same moment I arrived with 1242 Lidia, only we are a quarter mile to the north. 
The second the jump releases me, I push her away.
As she turns to see who has brought her here, she slips on a patch of mud and is unable to lay eyes on me before I’m gone.
My next destination is a return to the very spot near the Lincoln’s cabin from where I just kidnapped Lidia. I time my arrival so that only ten seconds have passed since she and I disappeared. 
I pick her chaser off the ground, huddle in the brush, and watch the scene unfold. The death of Abe Lincoln’s grandfather occurs as it always has, but on this occasion, Lincoln’s teenage uncle is not hampered by Lidia shooting at him, and is able to kill the man who was about to kill the teen’s younger brother. 
Thomas Lincoln will live to father the man who will lead the country through a devastating war and, as soon as it’s over, die in violence.
I reenter the mist.
__________
THE NEXT THREE encounters go off without any problems, and the population on what I now think of as Lidia’s Island grows to five. Each new chaser I come in possession of, I destroy. I can’t deny I’m tempted to keep them in case something happens to the two I already have. But the more devices that exist, the greater the chance one will fall into the wrong hands. Best to limit the supply.
I haven’t been completely cruel to the Lidias by dumping them on the island. The only thing I took from each was her chaser. I left them with their backpacks and whatever they contain. Four out of the five Lidias still have rifles, so until they run out of ammunition, they can hunt.
Or, who knows, maybe they’ll decide to fight among themselves.
__________
EXHAUSTED, I CONTEMPLATE returning to where I left Jovan so I can rest, but he’s so far in the past at this point, the trip will wipe me out. Instead, I find a house in 1869 New York City that, after a few quick jumps to check, I know will be empty for at least a week. I’m in the house for two and a half days before I feel well enough to resume my mission. 
My next stop is only a few years ahead, on the Isle of Wight off the coast of England. An easy trip, the mist of the jump dissipating a moment after it forms. 
The Isle of Wight is where Slaved Me figured out how to activate the tracking system on the chaser, and started closing the gap between him and Lidia. Slaved Me arrived on a farm in the countryside, but I appear in the dead of night, miles to the west in the city of Cowes. 
On that first trip here, I couldn’t figure out why Lidia had brought us to the island, but I know now. From the history book, I learned this is where, during the regatta of Cowes Week, Winston Churchill’s parents met. 
No one can deny Lidia is devious in her cuts to history.
As has become my new habit, I have arrived thirty minutes before Lidia is due. But despite the fact it’s well after midnight, there are people out on the streets.
I step into the shadows of a darkened storefront. Most people are hanging out in front of a still open tavern. The Cowes Week celebration, I assume, going deep into the night.
“Hey there,” a voice calls out. “You.”
I pay it little attention, until a man extracts himself from the others and weaves in my direction.
“You,” he repeats, pointing at me. “I don’t know you. Where did you come from?” The more he speaks, the more he slurs his words. 
I turn and head up the walkway.
“No, no, no, no, no.” 
I hear his pace quicken and within moments he grabs my shoulder.
“I’m talking to you, sir. Where’d you come from?”
I politely shrug off his hand. “America.”
“Wait, wait, wait. That’s not what I mean. I was watching and you…” It’s obvious from the gesture he makes that he witnessed my arrival.
“Don’t know what you’re talking about. Sorry.” I keep walking.
“No, I mean you weren’t there, and then you were.”
Acutely aware that the time I allotted for scouting the area is running out, I say, “Excuse me, but I have business elsewhere.”
I pick up my pace but he grabs my shoulder again. “I don’t like it when people just app—”
I turn on him and push his hand away. “You’re drunk. You don’t know what you saw. Now, please, leave me alone.” 
His voice rises. “You weren’t there, and then you were.”
Knowing I’m wasting too much time, I say, “You’re right. I appeared out of nowhere.”
He leans back, grinning.
I make sure no one is looking in our direction before I open my chaser. “But that’s because I’m not real.”
I press the escape combination.
When I pop back into existence, I’m glad to find there’s no one in my vicinity. 
According to the log, Lidia’s arrival point is right next to the tavern. I can’t see it from where I am, but it must provide some cover. Otherwise she would have jumped away the second she arrived, but the log shows she was there long enough to look around first. 
Trying to draw as little attention as possible, I move through the crowd to get a look at the spot. My friend the drunk is there. When he glances toward me, I quickly turn my face away so that in a few minutes, when he has his conversation with the earlier me, he won’t wonder why I was here and then suddenly across the street.
It turns out Lidia will materialize in a small alcove between the tavern and the shop next door, just out of sight of the crowd. Unfortunately, there’s nowhere in the immediate vicinity where I can hide to watch her. What I do spot is a narrow alley gap between buildings across the street, a gap that runs all the way to the back of the structures. It’s not perfect but it’ll do.
After a few minutes, I hear a voice rise above the rumble of the crowd. “Hey there. You.”
My drunk friend is now approaching the me who just arrived. I hear a few more words before his voice disappears among the others.
Across the street, Lidia materializes. She starts when she realizes how close she came to appearing in the middle of a small, albeit drunk, crowd. Too bad for me, she’s facing the street. It would be so much easier to grab her if she were facing the other way.
As she leans out to check her surroundings, the words “you weren’t there, and then you were” echo down the street.
Lidia’s expression shows she heard them, and that the meaning of the words aren’t lost on her. She looks past the crowd, and when she freezes, I know she’s seen the earlier me.
Dammit.
I hit my escape combination and materialize inside a dress shop ten feet to the left of the alley I was in. I look through the window at the alcove to see if Lidia has done the same, but she’s not there. Apparently she didn’t feel the need to get away just yet. 
I jump into the alcove one minute before Lidia is to arrive. As I hoped, the drunks in front of the establishment don’t see me. That doesn’t mean my appearance has gone totally unobserved, though. Across the street, I spot the silhouette of me waiting in the gap between buildings. I hold up a hand to let him know I’m from farther down our timeline than he is so he needs to do nothing. 
As soon as my chaser’s prepped for another jump to Lidia Island, I step from the alcove and turn so that I’ll be directly in front of Lidia when she gets here. 
A soft push of air, and there she is.
Her eyes go wide and her hand reaches for her device.
When I grab her wrist to prevent her from pushing the buttons, I hear from down the street, “You weren’t there, and then you were.”
“Let go of me!” Lidia yells, trying to wrench her arm free.
I move a finger toward the go button on my own device, but before I can depress it, a hand grabs my shoulder and tries to pull me away from Lidia.
“What’s all this?” a male voice asks.
Another hand joins the first, this time grabbing my arm that cradles my chaser. 
“Leave the lady alone!” someone else orders.
I stagger backward under their combined tug, but my hand is still clamped around Lidia’s wrist so she comes with me. I want to press go, but if I do, I’ll be jumping with Lidia and the two men who are touching me. Who knows how that will change history? Even if I bring them back, the experience will forever alter them and affect the previous course of their lives. 
“Let go, Denny!” Lidia yells.
One of the men spins me around so that Lidia and I are now side by side. “Do as she says.”
More of the crowd are moving toward us.
Lidia yanks on her arm but I don’t let go. “Dammit, Denny!”
One of the men starts to peel my fingers away.
“No!” I shout.
Since my other hand is holding my chaser, all I can do is try to knock him away with my shoulder. This slows his progress, but does not stop it. 
Desperate, I say, “Please. She’s a thief. That box she has is mine.”
This causes the man to pause and look at her chaser. From his angle, he has a partial view of the display screen. “What in God’s name is that?”
“She stole it,” I say.
I sense him about to let go of my fingers so he can grab the box. Lidia must realize this, too, because she gives her arm an extra strong jerk. Suddenly she’s free and staggering back into the alcove.
With a wicked grin, she reaches for the buttons on her chaser, but the sound of a gunshot freezes everyone.
Everyone, that is, except for Lidia. 
Her hand is paused over her device, but her attention has switched from the screen to the growing circle of blood on her chest. She looks in the direction of the shot, confused, and collapses to the ground.
The two men who grabbed me kneel beside her while chaos takes hold of the crowd around us. 
Out in the middle of the street, the earlier me from the alley is standing with the grocery-store guard’s gun in his hand. He looks as if he can’t believe what he just did, but as a few of the drunks move toward him, he shakes off his daze and hurries back between the buildings and out of sight.
I crouch down between the two kneeling men. Lidia’s still alive but it won’t be for long. Lying against her hip, with her hand draped across one corner, is her chaser. The men are focused on her wound so they don’t see me slip the box away from her. 
As her hand drops onto the ground, her eyelids widen and she glances at me. I expect to see anger and hatred, but there is only disbelief. 
“Let me see that,” one of the kneeling men says. 
While I was looking at Lidia’s face, I failed to notice him turn toward me. When he reaches for her chaser, I push to my feet and take a step back. 
He starts to rise. “Don’t you move. That’s not your—”
Though initiating a jump in front of people who know nothing about time travel is against everything I’ve ever been taught, I press the go button. 
__________
LIDIA’S ISLAND, AND the rain hammers the land.
I pre-entered the jump so this is where I end up, but I don’t need to come here this time. I don’t have anyone to drop off. And I certainly don’t want to destroy the extra chaser here, in case the other Lidias can figure out a way to put it back together.
But I stand there, letting the rain soak me to my bones.
It has always been a possibility that I’d have to kill one or more of the Lidias, but things had been going so well, I was starting to think I’d get away without splashing more of her blood on my hands. 
Technically, I suppose, I still haven’t. It was the other Denny who shot her, not me.
But that’s semantics. I pulled the trigger as much as he did. 
And no matter how long I stay in this downpour, I can never wash that away.
Jump.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
 
I CAN’T HELP but feel anxious now that I’ve finally crossed into the twentieth century. It’s where I last saw Iffy, at Lidia’s Echo Park house in 1952. That’s only thirteen years from the 1939 I’m standing in. So close, but unless I stop Lidia here, Iffy will have never traveled with me to the past, and likely will never be born at all. 
Though it’s been well over a year since Lidia first dragged me to prewar Berlin, the memory of nearly getting caught by Nazi soldiers is as fresh as the day it happened.
Unlike on that first trip, when we jumped straight into daylight and I was immediately seen, I arrive now in the safety of night.
I’m aware in broad strokes of what Lidia did here, and know I need to take more than her chaser with me when I leave. She showed me the textbook before we jumped here—World War II: A Comprehensive History. Whoever she gave the book to put it to good use, because when Lidia jumped us several years into the future to see what happened, Germany had won the war.
The spot where she will arrive is at the edge of a small park near some very governmental-looking buildings. My guess is, her target is inside one of them.
The trouble I had on the Isle of Wight still fresh in my mind, I take extra precaution when I search for the perfect place to watch her show up. I choose a bench deep in the park that’s sheltered by a leafy hedge. There are enough gaps in the branches to allow me to observe unseen. 
She shows up right on time. I note the direction she is facing, and watch her look around before casually walking out of the park. I could follow and see where she goes, but that would be academic. I walk to a quiet street, make sure I’m unobserved, and jump backward ten minutes. 
Back in the park again, I position myself and ready my chaser. The moment Lidia materializes, I grab her arm and press go. 
The instant we appear on Lidia Island, I knock the chaser out of her hand and shove her away. She stumbles over the wet, uneven terrain and falls to the ground. 
“Denny? How?”
I’m tempted to say, “By being smarter than you,” but my mission isn’t done and I can’t afford to get cocky yet.
As she starts to get back on her feet, I leave.
__________
INSTEAD OF ARBITRARILY choosing a date on which I can find some new clothes, I purposely jump to August 25, 1945.
While I have an encyclopedic knowledge of the history of my original timeline, I haven’t fully memorized Iffy’s. What I do know is that the Second World War ends somewhere around mid-August of this year. If I’m not mistaken, Germany surrendered months earlier, but I want to make sure the war is truly over.
After wrecking the latest excess chaser and scattering the bits and pieces far apart, I hop in and out of several closed stores until I find one that sells newspapers. When I read that the Japanese surrendered ten days earlier, I break down and cry. 
That’s it. 
I’ve corrected all the historical events Lidia altered. Iffy and Ellie are alive again, and the trajectory of mankind is back on course. 
Not the original trajectory, of course, but the one I’ve selfishly chosen humanity to have. 
I still can’t fully rejoice, though. History may have been repaired, but I still need to deal with the matter of Lidia’s grandson, Vincent Kane, forcing Iffy and me to take him to 1952 to reunite with his grandmother. It’s the event that allows Lidia to start her backward rampage through time.
As much as I’d like to simply travel to 2015 and stop Kane there from ever taking us back, it’s not that simple. Just like I’ve been doing since stopping Lidia from interfering with the Mongols, I must unwrap everything in layers. Which means I need to intervene in 1952 before I continue to 2015 and complete my mission. Plus, it wouldn’t be a bad idea to grab the energy-depleted chaser from the Echo Park house.
Lidia’s chaser log ends, or, I guess, begins with the moment she leaves 1952, with me being dragged along via the slaved chaser. There are several jumps after she departs her home, but these are merely the quick trips she used to put some physical distance between the two of us.
I input a jump that will take me to a quiet spot I’ve used before in the Griffith Park area of Los Angeles, and set the time for two nights before Kane is to arrive at his (much younger) grandmother’s house. But I pause before hitting go.
Not all those quick jumps Lidia took were to build up the space between us. Lidia did change something. I almost forgot about it. The woman she kidnapped. They drove up the coast for a while before Lidia let her go.
I try to remember the woman’s name, but so much has happened since then that it’s buried under a ton of other memories. The kidnapping may very well have no repercussions on the grand timeline, but it will affect the woman’s own path. 
I can’t just let it go.
I study the log until I find the entry that I’m pretty sure represents when Lidia kidnaps the woman. I jump there in the middle of the night. The location is a stretch of sidewalk on a residential street in Santa Monica. To my left, maybe a hundred yards away, is what looks like a main boulevard. I note everything of interest, then jump to a hidden spot a few minutes before Lidia arrives.
After she appears, she spends several minutes looking around before she jumps again. From the log I know she’s gone only up the block, toward the main street, and will materialize at about 8:45 a.m. 
I walk down to the spot, find another hiding place, and hop to a minute before she shows up.
I witness her approach a woman who is getting into a car. She joins the woman inside, as if she asked for a ride. The driver clearly has no idea what’s about to happen. 
Or what would happen if I let it play out. 
I jump back a few minutes to the appropriate spot along the side street. The moment Lidia materializes before me, I grab her arm and poof, we’re gone.
__________
AFTER ADDING YET another person to the growing population of Lidia Island and procuring a dry set of clothes, I’m back in 1952. My location is Echo Park, near the corner of Echo Park Avenue and Baxter Street.
I haven’t come to this moment to negate the 1952 problem. That, I’ll take care of soon enough, a hundred and fifty miles northeast of here. My purpose for this stop is purely selfish. 
From an unlit spot along the sidewalk, I watch the road. It’s only a minute or two before I see headlights coming my way. Through the halo I make out the shape of the taxicab I was in before. That I’m in now. 
It pulls to the curb, the door opens, and two shadowy forms climb out.
As the cab pulls a U-turn, its headlights swing over them, catching Iffy and an earlier me for the briefest of moments in their glare.
I stop breathing.
For what seems like a lifetime, I’ve had only the memory of Iffy to sustain me, but now, here she is. Not a picture in my head but in real life, breathing the same air I’m breathing. 
I want to run to her.
I want to wrap my arms around her.
I want to swing her in a circle and kiss her and tell her everything is going to be okay.
But to do so would be an even more selfish act than coming here has been.
This Iffy will soon never be. Once I stop Kane, first here in 1952 and then from ever coming here from the future, the events I’m now looking at will have only happened in my memory. And the Iffy I will eventually reunite with will have never experienced any of this.
I know I must wait until we both can share in the joy, but standing here without moving is perhaps one of the hardest things I’ve done in my life.
I watch them walk across the street and disappear up Baxter on their way to Lidia’s house. I almost follow them, just to see her for a little longer, but with a sigh, I take my next trip.
__________
I HOP BACK a week, but physically I don’t move an inch. I make my way to Lidia’s house. 
Using a series of covert jumps, I’m able to find a window of time when she and her goon Leonard are gone. 
My next trip puts me in her living room, two full hours before she will return. In a hatbox in the attic, I find the non-working chaser I used to exile her back in time. I replace it with a few paperback books from downstairs that together weigh about the same as the device, and then I make sure the hatbox looks exactly as it had when I found it. 
I confirm I’ve left no signs of my visit and take my leave.
__________
AFTER A STOP to pick up a winter coat, I arrive on the dry lake bed in Owens Valley, in the dead of night six days later.
I’ve thought through how to deal with Kane. I have examined everything I know about the few days he spent here in 1952, considered every possible moment I could make my move. And I always came back to the same one. The one that makes the most sense. The one that has the best chance to succeed. What I force myself to ignore is the downside of the choice. I’ll figure something out. I’ll find some way around it. Neutralizing Kane is the only important thing.
That’s why I’m here on the lake, a few minutes before Kane, Iffy, and the earlier me arrive from 2015. 
A struggle will ensue soon after they arrive, Earlier Me’s leg will get cut, and Kane will get away with the chaser.
I could try to intervene here at the arrival point, but there are too many variables—Kane’s gun, the knife, Iffy, Earlier Me. Better if I stack the odds in my favor.
I reposition to the edge of the lake, along the path Kane will take to the highway. Several minutes later, I hear a gunshot and know Earlier Me is about to get cut. No more than another minute goes by before I hear Kane’s running steps and ragged breaths heading my way. 
When he’s within a few feet of me, I pop up and shove him as hard as I can to the side. He tumbles to the dirt, the chaser falling to the sand near his head. While it’s tempting to just grab the device and get out of there, I can’t afford to let even a chaser-less Kane get to Lidia. He could tell her how things went down in 2015, and she could use that information to adjust her plan for getting the working chaser brought back to her and start the whole mess all over again.
No. Kane needs to come with me.
I grab the chaser he’s stolen, place my hand on his back, and hit go on my device.
__________
DUMPING KANE ON Lidia Island would be unnecessarily cruel. Kane is not a bad guy. He’s just someone trying to help his grandmother have the life he thinks was taken from her. He has no idea the loving old woman he grew up with had once been angry and bitter and insane. So I can’t subject him to a lifetime surrounded by multiple Lidias, punishing him for betraying them.
When the gray mist clears, we are outside London, March 1, 1850. Young Lidia is still 99 years away from showing up in Los Angeles. If Kane lives long enough to meet her and warn her, he’d be the oldest human who ever lived. 
I pick up a stone and use it to smash the chaser I took from Kane.
“What are you doing?” he asks.
I bring the stone down on the device again and again without answering.
He tries to grab my arm but I shake him off. 
“Stop it! You can’t! We’ll never get out of here!”
“Sit,” I say, and make like the next swing will be at him. 
He stumbles back, raising his hands to cover his face.
“I said sit.”
He lowers himself to the ground.
When I smash the box again, the cover breaks away and the display screen cracks. 
“No,” he moans, but makes no further attempt to stop me. 
Two more hits and I’m sure the box will never work again, but I keep pounding it until it’s a pile of unidentifiable scrap.
Kane is on the edge of tears. “Why did you do that?”
“Because I don’t need it.” I open the bag on my hip and show him the chaser inside.
As confused as this makes him, it only gets worse when he takes his first good look at me. To this point, he’s probably been thinking I’m the Denny he just traveled to 1952 with, but I’ve aged considerably since then.
“Who are you?”
I pull a bottle of water from my satchel and toss it to him. “Get comfortable. I have a story you need to hear.”
I hold absolutely nothing back. I tell him about how I first realized he might be following me that day at the library, about figuring out who the old woman living in his house was, about him taking Iffy and me back to 1952. While he’s surprised by what I know, it’s all stuff that has occurred already. What I say next really blows his mind. 
I tell him about the version of him who wasn’t stopped on the dry lake, who made it to his grandmother’s house. I tell him about Lidia, about who she was at that point in time, and what she did with the chaser he brought her. And finally I tell him about what I had to go through to fix everything again. 
Does he believe my story? I don’t know. But he hasn’t dismissed it out of hand, so I’m content to let the ensuing silence go on for as long as he needs. Which, it turns out, is about a quarter of an hour.
“You’re saying she was using me all along?” 
If he asked me this question a year ago, I would have said yes without hesitation, but after I’ve had time to put all I’ve seen and heard together, the picture it paints is not black and white. “You told me once how the 1950s Lidia is not the same as the one you grew up with.”
His eyes narrow. “When? I never talked to you about that.”
“You didn’t, but another version of you did.”
He looks uncomfortable, but says nothing.
“You also said your grandmother when she was older told you to forget about the journal of hers you found, the one she wrote when she was young. That they were just stories.”
His lips part in shock. “How did you know that?” 
“Like I said, the other you told me.”
“Other me. You-you’re crazy.”
“Am I? Me and the version of me you were with a little while ago are different, aren’t we? And yet we were both there in the desert with you.”
A mental struggle plays out on his face as he tries to fight my logic. “You want me to believe my grandmother doesn’t care about me when she’s young, but when she’s old she does?” He’s not challenging me by asking this. He clearly wants to know.
I look past him toward the city. It’s a dark silhouette on the horizon, dotted here and there by gas street lamps that are still on at this hour of night. 
I planned on leaving him here after a few jumps to collect enough money to give him a chance at a decent life, but I now have another idea, one that will help me finish all of this and ensure the problem never happens again.
“You know what? It doesn’t matter what I say.” I stand up and open the chaser. “Grab on.” 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
 
THE SOFT THUMP of someone coming up the concrete steps to the front yard drifts in through the open windows.
The wooden chair I’m on creaks as I adjust. The wait is finally over.
The footsteps move along the pathway and up onto the narrow stoop. A jangle of keys before one slips in the lock and the door opens. 
Kane enters, looking anxious and distracted. He doesn’t even glance into the living room of his grandmother’s house as he starts up the stairs to the second floor. 
“Vincent,” Lidia calls.
He jumps, and then sees her sitting in the recliner. “Grandma. What are you doing up? You should be in bed.” He leans over the railing and looks down the hallway to the back of the house. “Lorna! Come out here, please.”
“Lorna’s not here,” Lidia tells him.
“She’s not here?” He backs off the steps and approaches her. “Did she go to the store?”
“I sent her home.”
“You sent her—” His cheeks grow red with anger. “She’s not supposed to leave you alone. She knows that!” 
He pulls a cell phone out of his pocket, but before he can activate it, Lidia says, “Who said she left me alone?”
He looks at her, confused.
I move just enough so that my chair creaks again.
Kane whips around and sees me sitting in the front corner, but the lights in the living room aren’t bright so he doesn’t recognize me.
He takes a step toward me. “Who are you? What are you doing here?”
“He’s an old acquaintance. Actually, he tells me you know him.”
“I what?” He looks at her and then at me again. 
I rise and walk toward him, holding my hand out. “We haven’t been properly introduced. I’m Denny Younger.”
In a rush, he backpedals all the way to the staircase. “What are you doing here?”
“Your grandmother and I have been catching up.”
“No.” He swallows nervously. “No! You get out. You’re not wanted here!”
“Vincent, please. He’s my guest.”
“How can he—” He tries to regain control of his temper. “How can he be your guest? He ruined your life!”
“Once, maybe. But he also gave it back to me.”
Kane opens his mouth several times, but he can’t seem to find the words for what he wants to say.
“Sweetheart, please. Sit down.” Lidia gestures toward the sofa.
He shakes his head. “No, no, no. I’m calling the police.”
“Just sit. Let’s talk.”
He remains pressed against the stairway for a few more seconds. Then, instead of doing what his grandmother asked, he bolts for the front door. But as his hand reaches for the knob, a voice calls out from the kitchen hallway. “You should sit.”
It’s easy to guess what goes through Kane’s mind as he freezes, hand in midair. The voice is familiar. Too familiar. A voice that should never be talking to him.
Slowly he turns back to the room, and looks at the man standing in the entrance to the hall. A man who looks exactly like him. 
“Please, Vincent,” Lidia says, motioning to the couch again.
“This is…this is some kind of trick,” the Kane at the front door says.
The other Kane steps into the living room. “No trick. I’m you. Or, rather, you’re me, since I’m a few months older.”
“A few months…” This additional information is too much. Younger Kane falls against the door and slides down to the hardwood floor.
Older Kane and I go to him and help him over to the sofa. The senior grandson then goes into the kitchen and returns with a cup of water.
Today is April 4, 2015.
It’s the day Kane witnessed his much younger grandmother grab me near the pier in San Diego and disappear as she initiated a jump. And at that moment, he realized the stories written in the journal he’d found—Lidia’s journal—were true. 
In the timeline lived by older Kane, he returns this night, shows her the journal, and describes what he saw in San Diego. Though she tells him he should forget it, this is the night he decides to use the instructions in the journal to save his younger grandmother.
Since I mapped out how I would reverse all the problems Lidia caused, I’ve known I needed to return to this very day. It would be the best point to stop Kane and ensure there’s no chance the problem will ever repeat. Bringing older Kane with me was a last-minute alteration, but one that’s already paying off.
We arrived in the afternoon, while younger Kane was in San Diego. I went inside the house first, hoping Lidia would be receptive to my presence. I needn’t have worried. Though she didn’t quite greet me as an old friend, her smile had genuine warmth and regret for her past treatment of me. I brought in older Kane and told her the same story I’d told him. I even let her know about the many versions of her I left stranded on Lidia Island and the two times I had to take her life. 
She had no doubt I was telling the truth, and was both angry and ashamed at the actions of her younger self. These emotions, though, were balanced with relief that I was able to restore everything. 
Younger Kane sets his now empty glass on the coffee table and looks at me. “I just saw you.”
“You did, but that Denny’s almost two years younger than I am.”
He huffs as if I’ve told him a joke. 
“Is it so hard to believe? You saw your grandmother today, too, and she was, what, sixty years younger that she is now?”
“Almost seventy,” Lidia says.
“All right. Sure. I-I-I guess that makes sense. What I don’t understand is why you’re here.”
Lidia leans forward and touches the arm of the sofa since she can’t reach her grandson. “Oh, honey. They’re here to keep you from doing something stupid.”
For the third time, I tell my story, older Kane confirming the parts he knows, and Lidia doing the same about the mental state she was in after I’d banished her to the past. 
When we’re done, younger Kane looks at his grandmother. “You don’t want me to go back and change your destiny?”
“My destiny?” She laughs, and then whispers to me, “Help me up.”
Gently, I help her to her feet. 
She shuffles over and sits next to younger Kane. “Sweetheart, you’ve already changed my destiny. If you go back and give…her the chaser, I’ll never see you grow up. I’ll never hold your hand while your mom pulls a sliver out of your finger. I’ll never make Christmas cookies with you. I’ll never watch you graduate from high school or college. I’ll never have you here to take care of me when I’m older. You’ll take the best years I’ve ever had. This is my destiny.”
I don’t think anyone notices when I slip out of the room. What I do know is, my problems with Lidia and her grandson(s) are over for good.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
 
JOVAN SITS ON a fallen tree, eating an apple. 
He cocks his head when he sees me. “What took you so long?”
“Sorry to keep you waiting,” I say, smirking. 
From his perspective, I’ve been gone only five minutes.
“Are you done this time? Or is this just another visit?”
“Almost done. But you can come with me for the rest.”
His smile fades a little. “Is…is my time gone?”
I nod.
Though he’s known it would happen, and said he’d be fine with it, the true loss is hitting him now. Everything he knows is gone, and soon he will be almost as clueless in my adopted world as I was in his. 
But at least he’ll have me around to guide him.
__________
I CAN NOW no longer ignore the problem I’ve been avoiding since I decided it best to deal with 1952 Kane at Owens Lake. Actually, I’ve been avoiding it for longer than that, since I first started thinking about how I would fix everything.
How am I going to reunite with Iffy and my sister?
The logical time to do it would have been back in 1952, when I could have popped into Lidia’s house right after she jumped with me into the past. Iffy would have been there waiting for me to come back. Kane would have been there, too, but he wouldn’t have been a problem because he’d have just tossed the younger me the slaved chaser so I could follow Lidia.
The issue would’ve been Leonard, Lidia’s giant of an assistant, who’d have been none too thrilled about being left behind at the last moment. Maybe I could have figured out a way to get the advantage on him, but it would’ve been so easy for something to go wrong. 
No, the smart play was to get Kane at Owens Lake. I told myself I’d worry about getting back with my girlfriend later.
It’s later now, and I still don’t have an answer.
Iffy here in 2015 has a Denny with her already, and neither of them knows anything about Kane or young Lidia’s plan. I’ve removed that obstacle from their timeline. What am I supposed to do? Walk up to the younger me and say, “Hey, sorry, man, but you need to get lost because you’re in my place”? 
I could try the meld theory—jump to someplace other Denny jumps at the same time and hope we become one. But I don’t know if that would work, and even if it does, whose memories survive? Both of ours? Only one? Which one?
Over the next few weeks, Jovan and I spy on younger me and Iffy as they go about their days. It’s strange observing their relationship like this. Their love for each other is evident even from my hidden vantage point. The looks they give each other that their partner never sees. The casual way they touch each other. And, perhaps most of all, the way they laugh, carefree and easy.
What if, in my attempt to regain my place, I ruin it all?
Finally I admit what has been building inside me all along: I would rather live with the heartache of not being with Iffy if I know she’s happy with my younger self. 
It’s time to move on.
__________
A MONTH. TWO months. Half a year.
Jovan and I explore the globe together. 
Wanting to put as much space as possible between myself, Iffy, and her Denny, we do this in 2018, since that’s as far forward in time as my life years will allow us to go. Yes, Iffy and her Denny are here, too. I’ve checked just enough to know they’re still together, and that my sister is cancer-free now. The three-year difference, despite the fact I haven’t actually experienced them, helps ease the heartache. 
Jovan is a good companion, and he’s learned enough English to get by on his own when he wants to. He’s actually becoming decent at multiple languages, since his native Gaulish is related to several here.
Though it’s easy to journey with him, we get sick of each other, too, and occasionally head off on our own for a few days or weeks. 
It’s on one of these solo trips, at a stop near the Guadalquivir river in Spain, that a thought hits me. It’s sparked by a mention in a hotel brochure that the river is where Magellan began his voyage around the world, an event I witnessed during my training. I’m probably deluding myself again, but what could it hurt to check?
__________
JUNE 20, 2015, right before three p.m. I have just walked onto the Santa Monica Pier.
The warm afternoon is mellowed by an onshore breeze. In the middle of the pier, the amusement park is in full swing—music blaring, children laughing, and ride patrons screaming in delight.
I purchase an ice cream at a shop near the roller coaster and spend much of the rest of the hour wandering around. When four o’clock approaches, I find a spot where I won’t be seen and watch the crowd move down the walkway toward the far end of the pier.
At four minutes before the hour, I see them.
Iffy and other me. This is the Denny who is only a month or so past defeating Lidia the first time, and the one, with Iffy’s help, who has just moved into an apartment with the still ailing Ellie in San Diego.
They rush by and don’t look in my direction. They’re trying to get to the end of the pier by four, the appointed meeting time. I stay where I am. 
4:00 o’clock.
4:05.
4:10.
4:15.
I see her at 4:23. 
She walks slowly through the crowd toward the end of the pier, always making sure someone is hiding her approach. I let her get several feet past me before I move into the crowd. 
I, too, do what’s necessary to keep Iffy and other Denny from seeing me. 
The woman and I are still about fifty yards from the end of the pier when I move directly behind her and say, “You’re running late.”
She stops and turns to me.
I smile. “Hello, Marie.”
My old instructor chuckles as if she’s not surprised. But it isn’t long before her look of amusement turns to concern. 
“What happened to you? You look…older.”
“Over two years.”
She raises an inquiring eyebrow.
Instead of giving her more, I nod toward Iffy and other Denny. “Come on. They’re going to start walking soon, and it’s better that they don’t catch us.”
“Don’t want him to know what he’ll be doing in the future?”
She’s joking, but when I put my arm around her back and start leading her down the pier, I answer sincerely, “I’m not his future.”
This provokes another look of surprise.
A few seconds later, I say, “Do me a favor and check if they’re back there.”
She glances over her shoulder and quickly looks back. “Oh, crap. They saw me.”
“I know.” 
“You know?”
“I was him, once. We should pick up the pace now.”
I guide us through the dense crowd into the amusement park area, and pull us into a nook near the entrance.
A few moments later, other Denny runs past holding Iffy’s hand, searching for the woman he thinks is Marie. This is the time and place he told her to meet him if she could escape the original timeline before he erased it. 
When they’re out of sight, I relax.
“They’re not coming back?” Marie asks.
“No.”
“Perhaps now would be a good time for you to tell me what’s going on.”
“Perhaps, but I think we could figure out someplace more suitable, don’t you? I know a cafe along a river in southern Spain I’m betting you’ll like.”
“I’m sure I will.”
We find a dead spot behind one of the rides where no one can see us. We link arms, and I press my chaser’s go button. 
I am Denny Younger.
I am rewinder. 
I am destroyer of worlds.
I am survivor.
But don’t fear me. For I am also, now and forever, protector of this world.
Time, you see, is on my side.
 



Thanks for joining me on Denny’s adventures. I hope you’ve enjoyed them as much as I have.
Reviews at your point of purchase are always appreciated!
 
And if you’d like to receive exclusive prerelease excerpts, plus information about upcoming books and occasional giveaways, sign up for my newsletter.
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