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CHAPTER 1


I was driving to work the first time it happened.

It was a chilly April morning in Madison, Wisconsin, the sun peering over the rooftops in my neighborhood. I was running a little late, but not much more than usual. A sports podcast played in the background, although I wasn’t really listening. I was just driving. One more day, one more morning, like any other. I had a headache. It had pulsed behind my eyes since I’d gotten up, but it was getting steadily worse. Then, for less than a single heartbeat, the world

slipped

and my car disappeared.

For a fraction of a moment, I was still moving forward, a little over the posted twenty-five-mile-per-hour speed limit, in a sitting position, one arm up, fingers of my right hand curled in a circle where the steering wheel had been. Knees bent; one foot extended to feather a gas pedal that was no longer there. Then I fell, gravity pulling my poised position apart.

My feet hit the pavement first, then my rear end, then my knees as I cartwheeled forward. I tumbled across the rough asphalt, arms and legs flailing, my buttoned-up Oxford shirt and khaki pants tearing like paper. I didn’t even have time to cry out. One moment I was in my car, the next I was rolling across the roadway. I flung my arms up to cover my head as I curled in a ball. The ground hammered into my back, my sides, my thighs, my knees, my shoulders.

I tumbled a dozen yards before I came to a stop, my cheek pressed against the road. The double yellow center line extended away from me, bright against the rough pattern of the asphalt. Before me was the rust-etched underside of a parked car. I couldn’t breathe, and I felt panic rise before a clear thought made it through the muddle in my head and I forced myself to breathe in. Cold air flooded into empty lungs. I coughed, sucked more air in, and groaned. “What—”

A horn blared, tires screeched, and a black truck—there hadn’t been anyone behind me—swerved around my outstretched feet before roaring past. The driver shouted something at me as he went by, but I didn’t catch the words. I jerked up and crab-walked backward until my wrists hit the curb. I pulled myself onto the concrete sidewalk, moving on adrenaline, and fell to my back.

I stared at drifting clouds in the bright morning sky. The wind had drawn them into a broad wing shape, framed by trees and powerlines on either side of the street. I raised trembling hands, my heart hammering in my chest. The heels of my palms were bloody patches dotted with rocks and bits of asphalt. Everything hurt. Blood trickled down my calves from my knees.

“What the hell?” I croaked.

I heard the scrape of someone’s shoes on the concrete to my left. I turned my head and felt a spike of pain as the muscles in my neck seized up. Two young girls wearing identical backpacks stared wide-eyed down at me. They turned, looked at one another, then pelted down the sidewalk away from me.

“Mom! Mom!” one of them screamed.

I opened my mouth to call out and ask them what they’d seen, if they knew where my car was, but my phone started buzzing in my pants pocket. I fumbled with shaking hands and pulled it out. The screen was cracked in three new places. I held it against the backdrop of the sky and squinted. I had dozens of missed texts and several voicemails. I checked the texts, my thumb going to them by reflex. The first was from my officemate, Andy. “Dude. You coming in today or what?”

I could only frown at the phone and shake my head, the concrete rough beneath my hair. I swiped to the next. This was from my supervisor, Melissa. “Scott. It had better be an emergency. You can’t just not show up for work. You have to call in.”

I flipped through the rest, all variations on the same theme. I shifted to the voicemails. All were from Amy, my wife. I listened to the first while reading the automatically generated transcript, the little bubble moving across the screen to mark the passage of time as she spoke. “Scott, where are you?” Amy asked. “The police called me. They said you hit a parked car, and you left the Honda there, with the keys still in it and the engine running? Jesus, Scott. I mean, what did you do, just—just walk away or something? Call me when you get this. This is so bizarre.”

The next one was from her, too.

“Scott. I had to leave school and drive to Winslet to deal with the police. The Honda’s a wreck. It cost two hundred dollars to get it towed, and I had to give our insurance information to that lady whose car you hit. Her parked car you hit. I called your office, and your boss said you didn’t show up for work. Where are you?”

Amy again. “Scott? Just—just give me a call, okay? I’m not mad, I just want to know what happened, and if you’re okay. Call me.”

The last one was from her, too, and she sounded like she’d been crying. “Scott. Jesus. It’s half past nine at night. Where are you? Lyle’s beside himself. I’m—I’m worried. Call me. Or come home.”

I pulled myself up until I sat on the curb. I gazed at my torn pants and dirty, bloody shirt. I held the phone up again. The time read 7:52 AM, which was fine. The smaller letters beneath those read Tuesday, April 14. That was not fine.

It was April 13. It was Monday, April 13. I knew it. I knew it was April 13. But those little glowing white letters, plastered over the photo of Amy and my son, Lyle, hugging in front of a carousel, said otherwise.

“What the hell?” I said again. I glanced around, but apart from the occasional passing car and an elderly woman walking a dog a couple blocks down, there was no one around. I thumbed through the contacts and speed-dialed my wife’s phone. She picked up on the first ring.

“Scott?”

“Amy, I—”

“Scott, what the hell? Where have you been?” Her voice rose several octaves in the few seconds it took her to rush through the words.

“Amy, I don’t know what’s going on, one second I’m driving to work, the next I’m—”

“Where are you?”

I rubbed my head and frowned as I pulled a sharp pebble from the skin above my eyebrow. “I’m on Winslet. I don’t know, midway down?”

“I’m coming to get you. Stay there.”

“Aren’t you at work?”

“I took the day off. Lyle, he—Jesus, Scott.” She paused. “Where have you been?”

“Amy, honestly, I was driving and then the car, it was gone…”

“The car was gone? What does that mean?”

“Exactly like it sounds. One second, I’m driving, then I’m…”

“Then you were what, Scott?”

“Just—just come get me.”

I heard her breathing. In the background, I heard my son’s voice asking if she was talking to Dad. “I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

“Thanks, honey. I love—” She hung up before I could get the words out. I sighed and slipped the phone into my pocket and, stifling a groan, began the slow process of picking myself off the sidewalk. I managed to stand without doing any more damage to my skin or my clothes. I tried to brush off my pants and shirt without letting my fingers touch the raw scrapes.

“Hey, you okay, mister?”

I turned and winced as the muscles in my neck protested. A teenage boy had pulled up on a bike. He had a backpack slung over one shoulder. His jaw worked as he chewed gum.

“Yeah, I’m all right.”

“Shit, dude, you don’t look all right.” He blew a bubble of gum, popped it, and kept chewing. “In fact, you look like shit. You need an ambulance or something?”

“No, I’m fine. My wife’s coming to pick me up.”

He cocked his head. “This neighborhood gets weirder every day.”

I rubbed at the muscles in my neck. They were knots of rope, tightening under my fingers. “Why do you say that?”

The teenager jerked a thumb down the road. “Yesterday, I seen this car, right around here, nobody in the driver’s seat, just cruisin’ down the road. I watched it go maybe a half a block before—” He raised his hands, made one into a fist, and slammed it into the palm of the other. “Wham, you know? Hits this parked car.”

“Yesterday, huh?”

“Yeah, right around this time, too.” He looked at his watch. “Shit, I gotta get to school. You sure you’re all right?”

“I’m all right.”

“Okay. You keep tellin’ yourself that, man. Maybe it’ll come true.” He rode away before I could think of a reply.

I stood there, picking rocks out of my skin, until Amy rolled up in the minivan. She stepped out of the driver’s side. My son was in the back seat, his nose pressed against the window. The thick lenses of his glasses made his eyes look tiny and far away. His mouth was open.

“God, Scott.” Amy came around the front of the minivan. Her dark eyes, identical to Lyle’s, were bloodshot. She’d tied her hair in a bun behind her head, and she wore sweatpants and one of my T-shirts.

“Um, hey,” I said, and felt stupid. “How are you?”

She stopped a pace before me and looked me up and down. I could tell from her expression how terrible I must look. “What … what happened?”

I raised my arms a little, thinking to hug her. Fresh pain pulsed from the scrapes at the movement, cloth sliding across torn skin, and I winced. Something in the set of her shoulders made me stop and lower my hands. She didn’t want me to hug her, not at that moment. “I don’t know, honey. I really don’t. One second, I was driving to work, the next, the car’s gone, and I’m rolling down the street.”

She bit her lip, furrows creasing her forehead. “Did you get thrown out of the car or something?”

“I—Can we just go home? Please?”

She chewed on her lip and glanced back at the minivan and Lyle. He watched us with his intense eyes, unblinking. She looked back at me and took me by the shoulder. She guided me off the sidewalk like I was an old man. Or a crazy person.

“Daddy?” Lyle asked as I clambered into the passenger seat.

It had been a long time since he’d called me “Daddy.”

“Hey, bud,” I said, turning carefully in the seat to meet my son’s eyes. “How ya doing?”

“Dad, where’d you go? You didn’t come home last night.”

Amy opened the driver’s-side door and got in. She started the engine, glancing sideways at me.

“I’m not sure, buddy,” I said, keeping one eye on Amy. “I’m trying to figure that one out myself.”

“Are you really okay, Dad?”

Amy looked into the rearview mirror, frowning at the change in Lyle’s tone. He did this, sometimes, catching us off guard. One minute he was a normal, albeit quiet and bookish, seven-year-old kid. Then he’d say something so adult it threw us. His affect changed. Even the way he looked at us changed. I once asked my own father about it, if he’d ever experienced anything like that with me, during one of the rare occasions we had something approaching a civilized conversation. He just shrugged, distracted as always, and said kids were weird.

“Yeah,” I said. “Yeah, bud, I’m okay.”

Lyle sat back in his seat. I gave him what I hoped was a reassuring smile and not a frightening grimace and turned around in my seat, stifling a groan. We drove for the next few blocks, Amy glancing over at me or up in the mirror at Lyle every few seconds. I tried not to move, tried not to let out any sound as we went over bumps. I looked sideways at Amy, catching glimpses of her in the corner of my eye. I was usually pretty good at reading her. Better than most people, her sister included. But I couldn’t read her now.

I took a breath. Steeled myself. “Amy.”

She held the steering wheel so tight the tendons in her hands stood out. “Yes.”

“Is it—is it the fourteenth? It’s Tuesday?”

Her lips drew into a line. She met my gaze for a second, her eyes wide. “Yes, Scott. It’s the fourteenth.”

I nodded and put my head back against the seat. We didn’t speak the rest of the way to the duplex.

My Honda was in my half of the driveway. It didn’t look too bad, considering. The passenger-side front was a little mangled, but it appeared drivable. I wasn’t looking forward to the repair bill. It was obvious to everyone, including my insurance, that I was at fault.

Amy walked before me up the steps and let Lyle into the house. He disappeared into his room before I’d closed the front door.

“Shouldn’t he be at school?” I asked.

“I took the day off, so I let him take the day off, too.” She took a breath. “Come on.” She walked toward our bedroom. I followed her, grimacing at each step.

In our room, Amy rounded the bed, heading for the master bathroom. She knelt and got cotton pads and a bar of soap from under the sink. When she stood, her brow remained furrowed as she looked at me. She stepped back to give me space. There was a battered version of myself in the mirror. I looked, if it was possible, even worse than I felt. I started to unbutton my shirt, peeling sticky fabric from the bloody splotches across my skin.

“We need to talk about this,” she said.

“Yeah.” I got my shirt halfway off. I took a long look at myself. I’d torn a ragged strip of skin from my chin, revealing raw, exposed flesh beneath. There was a deeper gash on my forehead, just above my eyebrow. The top of my left ear oozed blood. The rest of my body was worse. I was lucky I hadn’t broken anything. I’d been going, what, twenty-seven, twenty-eight miles per hour when the car vanished? And I was lucky the truck hadn’t hit me.

The truck that hadn’t been behind me a second earlier.

I stopped. I leaned against the sink, staring into my own bloodshot eyes. I took in a breath, the air cool on my lips and tongue, and let it back out in a shuddering wave that shook my whole body.

What was going on? Was I going crazy?

“Scott.” Amy’s voice cut through my thoughts. She sounded like she’d said it more than once.

“Yes,” I said, my voice distant to my own ears. I tried to take the shirt the rest of the way off. I grimaced as a large patch of cloth clung to the pinkish meat under the scraped-off skin. The torn fabric had pressed into the wound. Pulling it out felt like dragging needles through exposed nerve endings.

“God,” Amy said. “Here.” She took the shirt and worked the edges when the fabric stuck to my bloodied skin. She was firm but gentle, and she did a better job than I’d been doing. When the shirt was clear she stood back and watched as I pulled my khakis off one leg at a time. “Scott, you need to talk to me. I mean—what happened? You disappear for a day and show up like this, looking like you got in a fight with a mountain lion. A fight you clearly lost, you—”

I glanced at her in the mirror, hearing the shift in her tone. She trembled. I turned and grasped her shoulders. She went rigid in my hands, then allowed me to pull her close. Her hair felt soft against my chest, one of the few places on my upper body that wasn’t covered in cuts and scrapes. “Honey. Honey, I wasn’t in a fight. No mountain lions were involved. None were in the vicinity, I swear. Not even a big house cat.”

The tiniest hint of a smile quirked at the edges of her mouth.

“I don’t know what happened,” I said. “I’ll tell you what I do know, okay? But it … it’s going to sound crazy.”

She pushed back. “Tell me.”

I let my arms fall. I turned back to the sink and started washing the scrapes and cuts with a washcloth as I spoke. The water in the sink turned a brackish pink from blood and bits of gravel. Talking distracted me from the sting. A little. “I was driving to work like every other morning.” I struggled to keep my tone even. Felt around the edges of what I was saying and what Amy needed to hear. Prodded at the truth even as I spoke. “Everything was normal. I was running late, but nothing too bad.”

“And this was yesterday?”

I hesitated, glancing at myself in the mirror again, as if my reflection would have the answer. It didn’t feel like it had been yesterday. It felt like it’d been half an hour ago. “Yes. Anyway. I was driving down Winslet.” I winced as I rubbed some pebbles and dirt out of a raw patch on my shoulder. They rattled down the curved porcelain of the sink. “Then the car disappeared.”

“What does that even mean, Scott? You said that before. It doesn’t make sense.”

“I know. I know it doesn’t make sense. But that’s what happened. One second, I’m driving, the next I’m in midair, a foot off the ground, still going twenty-five miles an hour. Must’ve rolled half a football field before I stopped. Then I almost got hit by a truck.”

“And that’s what all this is from?” Amy motioned at my body.

“Yes.” I rubbed the dirty scrapes, wincing every time the rough cloth touched broken skin.

Amy stared at me. “Okay, Scott. Assuming that’s true, that was yesterday morning. These look fresh. Like they happened twenty minutes ago.”

“Yes. Exactly.”

“What?”

I turned. “Amy. Honey. When the car disappeared, when I stopped rolling, I thought it was still the thirteenth. I thought it was still Monday morning. The rest of Monday never happened, not for me. One second, it’s Monday, the next, it’s Tuesday.”

The worry lines were back. Amy stood next to the bathtub and was very still.

“Say something,” I said. I almost smiled. “Anything.”

“Did you hit your head, Scott? When you were in the accident?”

I didn’t feel like smiling anymore. I faced the mirror again. “I don’t think so.”

“I think we should take you to see a doctor.”

“I’m okay. These all look worse than they really are.”

“I’m not talking about the scrapes, Scott.”

I rinsed the washcloth and started on another patch of bloody skin. “Yeah. I know.”

“I’m going to call Dean’s, see if there’s anyone available to see you this morning. You should call work. Tell them you were in an accident, that you won’t be in today, either.”

I nodded.

She stood for a second, watching me. She reached out and touched my bare shoulder, on a part of skin that wasn’t torn up. She did it gently, carefully. Like stroking a wild animal. “I’ll call Dean’s.”

“All right.”

She gave me another searching look, then walked out of the bathroom, pulling the door shut as she went.

I stopped dabbing my wounds and stared at myself in the mirror again, leaning forward until I was inches away. My own hazel-blue eyes, bloodshot and haggard, revealed nothing.



“You’re fine,” the doctor said as he shouldered his way through the door, one arm balancing his laptop. “Apart from all the abrasions and dermal contusions, of course. You’ll want to keep those clean and use a topical antibiotic to prevent infection. Over-the-counter should do, although I can give you a prescription if you prefer.”

I sat on the examination table, the thin, crinkly paper rough and cold under my bare legs. Amy perched on the bench next to the doctor’s desk. Lyle sat next to her, legs hanging off his seat, his intense eyes taking in his surroundings.

“The X-rays all came back negative,” the doctor said. He pulled the swivel chair from under the desk and sat, glancing at me over the top of his reading glasses. “No fractures, no broken bones.”

“What about a concussion?” Amy asked.

“No sign of a concussion, either.”

“What about this, this missing day, or whatever?”

“Well, Mrs. Treder, again, your husband appears perfectly healthy apart from the cuts and bruises. We might see something more serious with an MRI—”

“More serious?” Amy asked, straightening. “Like a tumor?”

Lyle took this all in with his usual calm, his eyes flicking between the doctor, me, and Amy.

“I wouldn’t want to speculate, Mrs. Treder,” the doctor said. “But I doubt we’d find anything. Your husband’s health record is clear, and he’s had no other symptoms.”

Amy sat back and blew out a long breath.

The doctor turned to me. “So, you can’t remember yesterday, is that correct?”

“Yes.”

“And this memory loss started after the accident?”

“I—” I looked at Amy. “Yes.”

The doctor raised his eyebrows but didn’t push further. Instead, he stood. “I think you’re fine. The memory loss may be temporary and stem from the shock of the accident. It can surprise people. Even minor fender benders can be terrifying. And you certainly took some knocks. If you want, I can refer you to a psychologist for an evaluation.”

“No, thank you, that’s okay.”

“Okay. You can get dressed, Mr. Treder. Feel free to take aspirin for any discomfort in the next few weeks. And the antibiotics?”

“Thanks, I’ll get some aspirin and Neosporin at the pharmacy.” I stood and shook the doctor’s hand, and he left the room.

Amy didn’t say anything as I dressed. She met my gaze. “I’ll get the van.” Her eyes flicked to Lyle.

I caught the motion and gave her a tiny nod. “Thanks.”

Lyle and I watched her leave. I turned to Lyle. “Ready to go, bud?”

“What happened, Dad?”

I crouched to his level. “Bud. I don’t know for sure. But I’ll tell you the truth. I was driving to work yesterday morning. Then, in an instant, in an eyeblink, it was today, this morning. The car was gone, but I was still traveling as fast as I’d been when I was driving. I got all these”—I held one arm up and nodded at the bandages scattered over my skin—“from falling on the road.”

He studied me a moment. “Okay, Dad.” He hopped off the chair and walked out.

I bit my lip and remained crouched there, reviewing what I’d said to him and his simple acceptance of something so outlandish. I was struck, not for the first time, that I might not have much time left to enjoy that side of him, that childish belief in his father’s authority and infallibility. He was seven already, seven going on thirty it seemed sometimes, and soon enough he’d be an adolescent and informing me in no uncertain terms how much of a fool he thought I was. I’d certainly let my father have it when I’d been a teenager. He’d deserved it—even growing up and becoming a father myself hadn’t changed my mind on that score. But I couldn’t bear the thought of my gentle and trusting Lyle doing that to me.

I stood, grimacing, and followed him.

When we got home, Amy changed clothes and asked if I wanted to take Lyle to the park. I was stiff and sore, and I wanted to do some investigating of my own, so I told them to go ahead without me.

Amy touched my shoulder as Lyle got his shoes on. “Take it easy, okay? Just focus on getting better.”

“I will.”

Lyle gave me a tight hug before they left.

I made myself some coffee and sat in front of the computer. Time to figure things out. I entered “missing time” into Google. Aside from blows to the head, the top result was stranger than I had imagined: alien abduction. I was admittedly a little more credulous than I would have been two days ago, but still, the idea that I was snatched out of my car and deposited, traveling the exact same direction and speed, exactly twenty-four hours later by some advanced species from the stars was ridiculous. Although, if the websites I perused were to be believed, I was dealing with utterly impenetrable alien psychology.

I moved on.

I uncovered other, potentially more reasonable, explanations. One cause of missing time was multiple personality disorder. Another possibility was syncope, or fainting, often caused by low oxygen levels, hypertension, or extreme exercise. None could explain how I ended up traveling twenty-five miles per hour through the air with no car.

Overindulgence in alcohol was another potential and no doubt common cause of a blackout. Again, unlikely. The blackout would have to have been retroactive, assuming I started drinking later in the day. I hadn’t slipped vodka into my orange juice that morning. And I wasn’t much of a drinker. I never had been. Two stiff drinks and I was asleep on the couch.

I sat back and put my hands behind my head. I stared at the off-white spackled ceiling. I was forgetting something. My Honda. It had crashed into a parked car without me at the wheel. Twenty-four hours later, I fell out of the air.

I took a deep breath, let it out in a long rush, and closed the unhelpful billion-plus entries on “missing time.”






CHAPTER 2


Amy was quieter than normal for the rest of the day. I knew not to rush her. She needed to process things at her own pace. She always had.

After they returned from the park, I spent time with Lyle. We had an early dinner, then he and I retired to my “den”—the spare bedroom—and read. It was one of our favorite things to do. Our routine was well established. He sat in one recliner, nearly disappearing into the overstuffed cushions, and I sat in the one next to him. A small desk with a reading lamp sat between us. We read, me with my book, him with his. In minutes he was deep in a novel most librarians would have pegged at many times beyond the reading ability of a seven-year-old boy. Today it was Michael Crichton’s Jurassic Park, culled from my shelves of heavily worn paperbacks.

I had never been much of a reader. My parents hadn’t read books. We spent dinners in my youth eating off TV trays and watching sitcoms. I moved away from television and toward film in my teens, going to the theater at least weekly with my friends to escape our respective houses. Even later, in college and beyond, Amy and I typically spent our evenings watching a movie from my ever-growing collection. But after Lyle came along and after we started to understand his gifts, Amy showed me the research on how parental reading encouraged children to read and how important reading was to expand a child’s mind and help them understand the world. I pivoted. I became a fixture at the local used bookstores, of which Madison had many, and shifted the money I might’ve spent on movies to picking up books for Lyle and me. I gave away or sold old DVDs and Blu-rays to make shelf space for books. I never gave up on movies, of course, and I had a whole list of ones I wanted to watch with Lyle when he was old enough. But I cherished this nightly reading time with him.

As Lyle churned through Crichton’s world of genetic engineering and business interests gone awry, I tried to read a popular nonfiction account of Lincoln’s presidency, a book I’d missed back when it had been on the bestseller list. My mind kept wandering. I found myself staring at my son in the soft light, watching as his eyes skimmed along the pages behind his thick glasses. My whole body hurt, even with the aspirin, and I kept shifting in my seat to keep from pressing on one injury too long. Even so, Lyle never looked up, never appeared aware of my frequent glances or my constant fidgeting.

He was amazing. This full-fledged person Amy and I had conjured into being. A little human, product of a miracle of nature so commonplace we never gave it a second thought. But now, after displacing an entire day, I was reminded forcibly of how miraculous he was to me.

Funny how getting your life briefly knocked off-kilter could cause you to reevaluate things right in front of you.

At eight o’clock, Amy appeared and announced it was time for Lyle to go to bed. Lyle looked up, blinked at her, and nodded, solemn as ever. He never complained.

Amy regarded me in the doorway after he’d left. “Remember anything yet?”

“Nothing new.”

She hesitated, just enough for me to sense it. “All right.” She took a deep breath, her eyes tracking over the bandages on my face and hands. “Come to bed, okay?”

“Right.”

She gazed at me a moment longer and walked out. I rubbed my eyes and let out another long breath. Then I stood and shut off the light.



Amy made pancakes the next morning. A rare treat. It was the day of the week I took Lyle to school, Gifted and Talented day, where he and other gifted students met before class and took on more challenging coursework. On non–Gifted and Talented mornings, Lyle took the bus to school, just as he took the bus to get home in the afternoons. Gifted and Talented was a district-wide initiative, and Amy was one of the teachers who helped with the early-morning group at her own school, so she couldn’t take Lyle and still make it to her school in time. We lived in a different elementary school carveout than the one in which Amy worked. Amy and I had done this deliberately when we were finding a place to live so Lyle wouldn’t have to put up with being that kid, the one whose mom was also his teacher. As it turned out, Lyle probably wouldn’t have cared. But we hadn’t known that at the time. We hadn’t known Lyle.

Amy gave me a hug. It felt spontaneous, and I hugged her back and kissed the top of her head.

“Have a good day, boys.”

“Okay, Mom,” Lyle said, as if he was making a promise he had every intention of keeping.

Amy looked at me. “No mountain lions, okay?”

“No mountain lions.” I shot an exaggerated look at the microwave clock and eyed Lyle, brows raised. “Ready to go, partner?”

“Yes,” he said, eyes intense and serious.

The Civic was roadworthy. We followed Amy in her minivan for a few blocks before we turned and headed for Lyle’s elementary school.

I stopped in front of his school. There were a few other parents there, letting their sons and daughters out. I recognized them as part of the Gifted and Talented program. “You want me to walk you inside, bud?” Sometimes he still wanted me to. I thought it might be one of those days, after the day we’d all had before.

“No, that’s okay, Dad.” He pulled his backpack to his chest and moved to get out of the car but stopped and looked back with his hand on the handle. “Dad?”

“Yeah, bud?”

“Are you going to leave again?”

A vise clamped down over my heart, pulling the breath out of my lungs. I leaned over and met my son’s eyes. “No, bud, I’m not going to leave again. I don’t know what happened, but I’m not going anywhere.”

He gazed at me. “Bye, Dad.”

I watched him make his way into the building, a small figure among other small figures. Then, taking a breath, I put the car into drive and left the parking lot.

I made it to work early, even before Casey, the receptionist. I walked through the maze of silent cubicles to my small work area and sat. A headache formed behind my eyes, pulsing distantly but growing more insistent. I was still bandaged up. The headache was likely thanks to my neck muscles, still stiff and sore from my tumble down the road, so I did some brief stretches in front of my monitors, watching the twins of myself move in the matte reflections.

When I logged on, I had dozens of emails of varying levels of priority, including one from Melissa telling me to come see her for a one-on-one regarding my absence for the last two days and how I should have handled things. Others were code changes, checkouts, reviews. Two days of my work life gone, and now I had to catch up.

I was trying to organize the emails when it happened. One moment I was sitting there, my hand on the mouse, headache pulsing with my heartbeat, then everything

slipped

again, a fractional impression of world-shifting movement.

I fell and landed ass-first on the hard carpet of my cubicle. Off-balance, I reeled backward, my back hitting the seat of my chair. The chair rolled into the aisle and thudded into the wall of the cubicle across from mine.

“Whoa, shit,” someone said a few feet away. I looked up in time to see Andy, my coworker and cubicle neighbor, poke his head up over the side of the separator. “Scott?”

I sat there, blinking. “Andy?”

“Scott, man, I didn’t hear you come in.” He walked around the edge of the cubicle. “Where’ve you been the past few days? Mel’s going apeshit. And your wife, she called here, like, four times looking for you.”

I pulled myself up using the edge of the desk for support. “The past few days?” My computer was off, the screens dark.

“Yeah, man. You didn’t show up Monday or Tuesday, then we hear you got in a car accident or something. You were supposed to come in Wednesday, and your computer was on, but you were gone. Where you been? Your wife sounded upset. I mean, like, really upset.”

My phone chimed and buzzed. I pulled it out and unlocked the screen. I had dozens of new texts and voicemails. But I took in the notifications as an afterthought. My eyes were drawn to the time and date.

7:52 AM. Friday, April 17.

“Jesus Christ,” I whispered. “It’s Friday?”

Andy frowned at me. He reached up, tentatively, as though to pat me on the shoulder, but he let his hand fall. “Um. You okay, Scott?”

“No. No, I’m not okay, Andy.”

“Can I, like, do something? Help?”

“No.” I stopped. “Yeah, actually. Tell Melissa I’m sorry, and I’ll call her later.” I pushed by Andy and headed out the way I’d just come in. The way I’d just come in two days ago.

“You serious? You’re going to get fired, man. You gotta talk to her yourself, explain whatever happened.”

“Just tell her I’ll call,” I said over my shoulder. I was already thumbing the icon on my phone to bring up my voicemail. I started to jog.

My car was in the same spot. Two yellow tickets flapped under the windshield wiper, blaring in large letters that employees could not use the office lot for overnight parking and threatening me with a tow. I grabbed the tickets and got in, holding the phone to my ear with my shoulder.

“Mr. Treder.” It was Melissa. “You know, this is becoming a habit. And I don’t mean that in a good way—” I deleted the message.

The next message started. “Scott … I can’t believe—I can’t believe this is happening again. It’s seven at night, Scott. I called Andy. He said the Honda’s out in front of your office and your computer was on, but no one’s seen you. I don’t—Lyle’s upset. He hasn’t said anything, but I can tell…” There was a long pause. “Call me.”

I grimaced and gripped the steering wheel with one hand as I started the car.

“Mr. Treder—” I deleted Melissa again.

The next one began with a long silence, filled with slow breathing. Then: “I don’t know, Scott. Really. I mean, am I overreacting? Maybe, I guess, maybe I am. But how should I react? How would any wife react when their husband starts disappearing for days at a time? I waited. I thought maybe—maybe you’d show up, like you did on Tuesday.” Another pause. “Call me when you get this.”

I ended the call before the next message could start. I thumbed through the contacts and speed-dialed Amy’s phone, even as I put the car in reverse and started out of the parking lot.

She answered on the third ring. “Scott?”

“Amy, honey, I don’t know what’s going on—”

“Scott.”

“Yes, it’s me. I—”

“Scott, did you—what’s going on?”

“Amy—”

“It’s been two days, Scott. Two days without a single word. Not even a text.”

“I know. I mean, I don’t, I don’t know—”

“How should I take all this, Scott? How would you take it if you were me?”

“I—I don’t know, Amy. I really don’t. But I would give you a chance to explain or I’d help you figure it out.”

She was silent. I heard her breathe.

“Look, Amy. I’m on my way home. Are you home? We’ll talk about this, okay? We’ll figure out what’s going on.” My heart was pounding in my chest.

“Scott, I—”

“I’ll be home in a few minutes. We can talk about it then.” I gripped the steering wheel so hard my knuckles popped. I stopped at a red light. She had to listen. I had no idea what I would say, what I could say, other than the truth. But she had to listen.

“Okay, Scott. Okay. I’ll play along. But you have to explain this to Lyle, because I’m—I’m struggling here.”

“I know. Okay. Are you home?”

“Yes. I—I took the day. Another day. Lyle’s here. He stayed home from school.”

“I’m on my way.” Someone honked behind me, making me jump. The light was green. I pushed down on the accelerator.

“All right.” She hung up.

I put the phone in the cupholder and drove. I started shaking. I knew what was coming, what my body was doing. My palms were wet against the steering wheel, and my heart pounded as the muscles in my arms shook. Pain radiated from my neck, from all the scrapes and bruises across my body. I looked in the mirror and away again. I had to breathe.

“Stop,” I whispered. “Okay. It’s okay. Stop. Calm down.”

I used the breathing exercises my grandmother had taught me, that I had honed over the years. They helped. The attack subsided, for the moment.

I drove straight through town as fast as I dared. At every red light I sat and tapped the wheel with my thumbs and tried not to look at myself in the mirror. My phone rang twice during the twenty-or-so-minute drive. Both times the caller ID showed my office, no doubt Melissa, calling. I let them go to voicemail. It was a liberating experience, ignoring my boss like that. The job, which seemed so important a few days earlier, just … wasn’t.

I pulled into the driveway next to Amy’s minivan. When I pushed through the front door, I found Amy sitting on the couch next to Lyle in the family room. There was a cup of coffee and a cup of hot chocolate on the coffee table in front of them. The hot chocolate was in an oversized polar bear mug.

Amy didn’t get up. Her arm was around Lyle. Her lips were pressed tight. Her eyes were bloodshot and puffy.

Lyle gazed at me with an unreadable expression. “Hi, Dad.”

“Hey, bud, you okay?”

“You left again.”

The vise clamped down on my heart again. The strength of it hunched my shoulders. I glanced at Amy. She met my eyes. I looked back at Lyle and crouched before him. “I know, bud. And I know I promised I wouldn’t leave. But I don’t know what happened.”

“Was it the same as the last time?” he asked.

“Yes. Just … longer.”

I could almost see Lyle’s brain at work, trying to piece things together, trying to figure out if I was telling the truth and, if I was, what the truth meant.

Amy wore a sweater I’d given her years ago. I wondered if she’d remembered it was a gift from me when she’d put it on that morning. The corners of her eyes were tight as she watched me. “Scott. I called the police. I filed a missing person report. I told them you’d been in an accident the day before. That maybe you had a bad concussion after all, that it hadn’t shown up at the doctor’s.”

I rocked back on my heels and rubbed at the bridge of my nose. “Okay. Okay. I wish you hadn’t.”

“What was I supposed to do?”

“I—I don’t know.”

“I imagined you out there. Wandering around. Maybe not even knowing who you…” She trailed off, her chin quivering, and she hugged Lyle tighter to her. “You were gone two days, Scott.”

“I…” I couldn’t think of what to say.

Lyle peered at me. “Dad?”

“Lyle. Bud. I don’t know what’s going on.”

He waited.

“I’m—I’m scared, bud,” I said. “I’m scared it might happen again.”

Lyle pushed himself off the couch and put his arms around me. “It’s okay, Dad.”

I felt his small arms tremble. I picked him up. He buried his head against my shoulder. Tears welled in my eyes. For a long moment I only stood there.

“Scott,” Amy said. “Sit down, okay?”

I set Lyle down. Lyle clambered back up next to Amy. I sat across from them.

No one said anything. Amy gazed at me, and I looked alternately at her and at Lyle. Lyle’s expression was again unreadable. I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t want to just repeat myself. I wanted to do better, to explain, to give her and Lyle what they needed. But I had no idea what the hell was going on.

Amy licked her lips. “So.”

“So.”

“Let’s start over. It happened again.”

“That’s right.”

“You skipped over two days.”

“Yes.”

“And you were at work when it happened?”

“It was the same time as last time. Exactly the same. Seven fifty-two.”

“It sounds crazy.”

“I know.”

“Do you have any idea…” She trailed off, glancing at Lyle. “Two days, Scott.”

“I know.”

“Do you really?” She shook her head. “I don’t think you do. I don’t think you can.”

“I’m so sorry, Amy. I really am. I wish I knew what this was.” I pushed my hair back with both hands. Gripped my head with my arms. Leaned against the plush back of recliner. “I—I looked it up yester … I mean, Tuesday. There’re reports of other people losing track of time, missing time. Not exactly like this, but…”

I saw a flicker in her eyes. The need for an explanation. “Like what? What happened to them?”

“The crazier ones talk about UFOs.” Her eyes narrowed, and I hurried on. “But websites talk about multiple personality, schizophrenia.”

“You think you might have some kind of mental disorder? Should we get you an MRI? Some other tests?”

“I don’t know. Maybe? But a mental break doesn’t explain everything. Like how, both times, I was in the same spot, even traveling the same speed, when it happened, when I—when I came back.”

“Came back.”

I nodded.

“Your bandages are all the same. You haven’t changed them. Since Wednesday. And your clothes.”

“I—yes. I mean, no.”

“You don’t really think it’s something wrong with your head, do you?”

I hesitated. “No. No, I don’t.”

“Then what’s going on, Scott?”

“I don’t know.” I glanced at Lyle. He watched me, his eyes rendered small by the lenses of his glasses.

“You have to give me more than that,” Amy said. “We need more than that.”

The walls were coming up. I could see it, feel the shape of what was coming. It was in the way she sat, the rigid posture, the hard eyes. She was laying the foundations for what she needed to protect herself. If I didn’t get my act together, those walls could stand for days. She didn’t often get mad at me, even when I was being an idiot. More than once she’d forgiven me for things I would have been low-key angry about for days had our roles been reversed. But when she did get mad, she went all in.

All that went through my head in a shot. As they stared at me, I put my hands together. My palms were clammy with sweat again. My heart pounded, booming against my chest like I was running for my life. I made myself take two long, deep breaths. Forcing myself calm for the second time that morning. The last time I’d had a severe panic attack I’d been in a hospital hallway outside my grandmother’s room after she’d died. My lifeline, my anchor and bulwark against my father’s disapproval for years—gone. I let out the last breath slow, conscious of Amy’s eyes on me. Lyle’s eyes. Taking in everything, as always. A panic attack would not help right now.

I looked up, still taking even, deliberate breaths. “I know. I know, Amy. I wish I had more. I wish I had an explanation.”

“Because right now, Scott, right now this sounds crazy. It sounds like you’re lying. This can’t—it has to be an act.”

“Well, I’m not. Lying, I mean, or performing. The crazy part … well, I’m not so sure on that.” It was a pitiful attempt at humor, but it came out too bitter, too dark, to be funny.

Silence stretched.

“So,” Amy said. “This, whatever it is. Is it going to happen again?”

I almost said, No, absolutely not, I’m not going anywhere. Then I looked at Lyle. “I hope not. But it already happened twice.”

“What do you want us to do, Scott?”

How things must look to her. I had a hard time even imagining what I would do if she up and disappeared for a day, came back, then vanished again for two days. I probably wouldn’t handle things as well as she was.

I swallowed hard. “Help me.”

“How?”

“Stay with me. Stay with me tomorrow morning. At seven fifty-two.”

Seconds ticked by. Lyle gripped his mother’s hand and gave her a brief, reassuring smile. She smiled back, her lips trembling. “All right,” she said. “All right, Scott.”

I let out a breath I wasn’t aware I was holding. “Thank you.”

She didn’t reply. She sat there, gazing down at Lyle.



The rest of the day passed far too quickly. I spent much of it trying not to think about what had twice happened, trying not to wonder what it would mean if it happened again—or what it would mean for my marriage if it didn’t. This time, when Amy invited me to the park, I went with them. She even cracked a tentative joke about mountain lions and aggressive house cats. I ran up and down the steps of the elaborate dragon-themed play castle with my son, happy he hadn’t decided he was too old for this sort of thing. Not yet. I half carried him as he did his best on the monkey bars across the moat, his shoes dangling above the dragon’s gaping maw. I felt his heart through his thin chest, felt the warmth of his body pressed against me. We went on the swings, and I applauded that he was now able to get swinging all on his own. My heart climbed up into my throat when he jumped off at the apex of a swing. He tumbled but was back up on his feet in seconds, laughing and adjusting his glasses, and I jumped off and chased after him. I really committed to the moment, reveling in the fact I could still make this ever-somber child smile and laugh like the seven-year-old he was.

The sun shone. It was warm. The spring air was cool, and it felt good to charge around after Lyle. I hadn’t played with him enough in the past few months. I’d been too wrapped up in the day-to-day demands of work and bills and life. Melissa called a few more times that morning, then stopped. Usually at this time of day I’d be deep into code, in my cubicle, drinking cup after cup of coffee and counting the minutes until lunch and then end of day. Checking out repos, branching forks, hunting bugs. Rationally, I knew I should call her back. I should beg to keep my job. But I couldn’t bring myself to disconnect from my small family, even for a few minutes. Instead, I ran around the playground with my son while Amy watched, her smile genuine but the corners of her eyes tight.

That evening Lyle and I read in the spare bedroom again. And, like before, I had a hard time concentrating on my book. Lyle finished Jurassic Park and moved on to Sphere, another of Michael Crichton’s classic epics. I noticed him looking up at me more often, as if reassuring himself I was still there. I felt his eyes each time he looked up, but I kept my head down, appearing to read, because I sensed he didn’t want me to notice. He wanted to watch me. I wondered if he’d come into the den the last few nights, alone, when I wasn’t there. Perhaps he’d sat in my chair, in my spot. Feeling me not being there.

Amy came at eight. She stood in the doorway. “Time for bed, Lyle.”

“Okay, Mom.”

She watched him leave and looked back at me. “Seven fifty-two.”

“Yes.”

“Okay. Okay. Come upstairs.”

An hour later we lay in bed together, both staring at the darkened ceiling. I listened to her breathe. I’d matched my own breathing to hers. Or she’d matched mine.

I heard rustling under the covers, and her hand, surprisingly cold, found mine. She gave a tug. I rolled toward her even as she turned on her side to face away. I put my arm over her shoulder and hugged her close, our bodies forming together beneath the flannel sheets. I buried my face in her hair and smelled the pomegranate shampoo she used.

“Are you lying?” she whispered.

“No. No, I’m not.”

“This isn’t some attempt to drive us away?”

“No.”

“What’s going on, Scott?”

I let out a slow breath. I stroked her arm. “I don’t know.” I tried to keep the frustration out of my voice, but it came through anyway, bitter and hot.

“I, just—it’s hard. You know?”

“I know.”

“I was so … It wasn’t like you, Scott. It’s not you. I was so angry. So angry. I even … I even hoped, imagined, that you were hurt somewhere. Trapped somewhere. Being hurt somewhere gave you an excuse but it also—” She let out a hard breath. “It punished you.”

I shut my eyes. Pressed them together, hard. I kept my palm on her arm. Felt her skin.

“I had to keep it together for Lyle,” Amy whispered. “I have to be strong for Lyle, even though he’s just confused and … And the stuff I had, with my parents, my dad, you know…”

“I know.”

“I won’t put Lyle through that, Scott. Not what Kate and I went through. I can’t.”

“You won’t have to.” Kate was her older sister. She and her husband lived in Sun Prairie. I was not her biggest fan, nor she mine.

“It’s hard to take in.”

“I’m not having an easy time with it myself.”

There was a quiet moment. I tried to feel her body as much as I could, feel her warmth and presence next to me. There was a sudden urgency to it, a need to pay close attention to the sensations.

“What if it’s all in your head?” she asked.

“I guess we’ll find out tomorrow.”

“But what if it is?”

“Honestly, honey, I’m more worried it isn’t.”

She was silent again, long enough I thought she might have fallen asleep. Then she whispered, “Yeah.”

She fell asleep sometime later. I stayed awake late into the night, holding her close, not willing to turn over and let her go.






CHAPTER 3


We waited, the three of us, around the kitchen table. Lyle and Amy sat across from me. I sat with my back to the window, the blinds pulled shut.

Minutes ticked by. The conversation I tried to keep alive tapered off after breakfast, and finally, as 7:52 AM approached, it died. We sat there, watching the clock on the microwave. I had my phone in my hand to double-check the time.

The headache was there again, behind my eyes. I hadn’t slept much the night before. I stopped myself from rubbing my eyes. No need to worry Amy even more.

Amy put her arm around Lyle, her face drawn. “What do we do if—”

“I’ll come back. Even if I disappear, I’ll come back. I have before.”

She looked away.

I turned to Lyle. “Whatever you see, buddy, just remember I love you, and I’ll always come back to you.” I had to stop twice to get the words out. Lyle nodded without blinking.

It was 7:51.

I blew out a long breath. I looked at Amy, drawing her eyes back to my own.

“Wait for…”

The world slipped.

“… me.” I jerked, but I was still sitting in the chair, behind the breakfast table, in the kitchen.

Across from me, in different clothes and standing, rather than sitting, Amy and Lyle gaped at me. Then Amy burst into tears and ran from the room. Lyle turned to watch his mother go. My phone had come with me, just as it had the last two times, just as my clothing had. I held the phone up and watched the date change through the cracked face as it rejoined the network. Wednesday, April 22. It had been Saturday the 18th.

I looked up. Lyle watched me. “Four days?”

He walked around the table and put his arms around me, a motion that might have been awkward if not for its pure innocence. “We didn’t know if you were coming back.”

I put my cheek against his head and held him. “What did you see?”

“You just vanished. Poof. Well, except, not really any poof. We left the chair in the same spot. We checked every day. Seven fifty-two. We waited every day for you. Then you came back.”

“Four days. It’s getting longer.”

“It’s doubling.”

I blinked. “You’re right. It’s doubling.”

“What are you going to do, Dad?”

I didn’t say anything for several seconds. I took a breath and stood. “First, let’s go check on your mom. Then, I guess I’ll try to find someone.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know yet, bud. Someone who can help.”

We found Amy in Lyle’s bedroom. She sat on his bed, holding Leo the Lion, the only stuffed animal Lyle kept out of the closet. She looked up when we came into the room, sniffed, and wiped at her tears. “I’m sorry.”

I sat next to her on the bed. Lyle climbed on her lap, and she hugged him, squeezing Leo between them. “It’s okay,” I said.

“No. I shouldn’t have run out like that. I just don’t know how to handle this.”

“I know. It’s okay.”

“You vanished. You were gone, like that.” She snapped her fingers, the motion distant, almost unconscious. “Four days, Scott. Then, like you never left, you’re there. You’re back.” She put her cheek against the top of Lyle’s head. “I don’t—I’m not sure what would’ve been easier. If you had been lying to me, I mean, versus that.”

“I get it. I do.” I squeezed her shoulder.

“So, what now? It’s going to keep happening, isn’t it? And it’s getting longer.”

“We’ve got to figure it out. We need help.”

“What kind of help? Who could help with something like this?”

I met Lyle’s eyes. “A wise man seeks wise counsel, right? So, when in doubt, go to the smartest people you can for advice.”

Lyle nodded as if I’d gifted him a valuable pearl of wisdom.

“And who would that be?” Amy asked.

“How about someone who thinks for a living?”



A graduate student in the UW physics department took my call, and, when I said I had a novel theoretical research question, he suggested I go to the chair of the department, Professor Beck, in person. Beck was constitutionally incapable of email and never answered the phone. He did, however, hold open office hours. Beck’s office in Chamberlin Hall was a study in contrasts. The shelves were neat and clean, lined with books alphabetically ordered by the author’s last name. The floor was sparkling, the walls covered with framed diplomas and academic awards. Then there was the desk. It was a mess. Papers covered every inch, tossed here and there, partially obscuring the keyboard and blocking part of the monitor.

Beck was a thin man with graying hair and bright blue eyes. Right now, those eyes darted back and forth between Amy and me with the look of someone expecting to find out he was on the receiving end of a practical joke. Lyle sat cross-legged on the floor behind us, absorbed in a book pulled from Beck’s shelves.

“Okay…” Beck said, drawing the word out.

“I know it’s hard to believe,” I said.

“Oh, yes. Hard to believe indeed. I think you have wasted your time here, Mr. and Mrs. Treder, and my own.”

“He’s telling the truth,” Amy said, speaking for the first time since we’d arrived. “I—we—my son and I, we saw it happen, right in front of us.”

I gripped Amy’s hand.

Beck sat back in his aging leather chair. He scrutinized my face. I met his gaze without flinching. “Can I observe this phenomenon?” he asked.

“I was hoping you would. Maybe with some kind of equipment on hand, something that might help explain … this.”

“Maybe. I don’t have ready access to much equipment, not since I turned completely to theory. But I still have plenty of friends at the lab.” He leaned forward. “You aren’t bullsh—” He cut off, his eyes darting to Lyle behind us, and back to my face. “You aren’t mocking me here, are you, Mr. Treder? Making fun?”

“No, no, Professor Beck, not at all.”

“We don’t have any idea what’s happening,” Amy said.

He pursed his lips and shook his head. “All right. I guess it can’t hurt to have you come in early tomorrow, Mr. Treder, and I can see this for myself.”

“Thank you, Professor.”

“I will be very displeased if you are making all this up. I won’t hesitate to contact campus security. In fact, I will warn them this afternoon that you will be coming.”

“Mom and Dad aren’t lying,” Lyle said. We all turned and looked at him. “I saw it happen, too.”

Beck’s eyes flicked to mine. “How old is he?”

“Seven.”

“Really.”

“Yes.”

Beck motioned toward Lyle. “Are you enjoying that book, son?”

“So far. I’ve only just started.”

“Kaku has some interesting ideas. And that’s an appropriate book, I suppose, if what your parents are saying is true. You go ahead and borrow it. See how you like it.”

“Thank you, sir.” I caught the name of the book before Lyle put it back in his lap: Physics of the Impossible.

I looked back at Beck.

“Seven fifty-two in the morning,” Beck said.

“That’s right.”

“Each morning, three times in a row.”

“Yes. And the … the time skip, or whatever you want to call it, it’s getting longer each time.”

“Well, Mr. and Mrs. Treder, you certainly have me intrigued. I will … I will look forward to seeing you tomorrow morning.”

“You can’t tell us anything?” Amy asked. “You’ve never heard of anything like this before? You can’t give us something?”

Beck straightened in his seat. “Ma’am, I deal with grand ideas and out-of-this-world concepts on a daily basis. I spend my life thinking and teaching about things that seem to us impossible or even magical.” He looked back and forth between us. “But I’m afraid I need to see this firsthand before I’m willing to devote any time or energy to figuring it out.”

“That will have to do,” I said, standing and pulling Amy with me. “Thank you, Professor. I’ll be here tomorrow morning. Half past seven?”

“I’ll be waiting.”

I nodded, and, tugging Amy’s hand, collected Lyle and left Beck’s office.

We walked down the front steps of Chamberlin Hall, Amy simmering next to me. She held it until we got into the minivan. “He doesn’t know jack,” she said, her voice low and fierce.

I glanced up in the rearview mirror as I backed out of the parking spot. Lyle watched us. “He’s the best I could come up with.”

“We need something—someone—better.”

“Like who?”

Amy put her head against the seat. “I don’t know.”

“I don’t think anyone knows. I thought about doing some more digging online today, but…”

“What?”

“I’d rather spend it with you and Lyle.”

There must have been something in my voice. Amy gripped my hand. She kept hold of me for the entire drive home.



It was a good day. Amy and I both tried hard to keep the atmosphere upbeat. It was obvious how fake we both were, and I knew Lyle could see through it, but he seemed to appreciate we were making the effort and went along. He smiled and laughed, especially when we went out for pizza and got a large in his favorite flavor: chicken cordon bleu. Prior to coming to Madison, I’d never heard of chicken cordon bleu pizza. It seemed like two things that should not go together, and certainly not as well as they did. But the pizza wasn’t for me or Amy. It was for Lyle. He ate so much so quickly he had dribbles of sauce and cheese running down his chin.

That night, Amy and I made love, slowly and tenderly, as if both afraid we would hurt one another. It was the first time in months. Afterward, lying together in the darkness, we were silent for a long time. Eventually Amy spoke, barely above a whisper. “Scott?”

“Yes?”

“Do you remember our honeymoon?”

“Of course.”

“The beach. That drafty old cabin. I loved it there. I loved being there with you. Sometimes I wish we could have stayed there forever, never getting old, never having to do anything else. I feel like, sometimes, if not for Lyle, those four or five days were the…”

“… What?”

“I don’t know. Nothing. It was a good time, that’s all. A beautiful place in the tropics, all to ourselves. Swimming. Making love.” She sniffed in the darkness, and I held her more tightly. “A good time, that’s all.” She fell silent. I held her and pretended not to notice she was crying.






CHAPTER 4


I went to Chamberlin Hall by myself the next morning.

Amy couldn’t afford to miss more work, and Lyle needed to be in school. Amy made me promise I’d come back, that I had to come back, even if it happened again. I promised, neither of us acknowledging that it could be eight days if it did happen again. She kissed me on the cheek, a brush of her lips, gentle and soft, and our hands touched, fingers moving against one another. It was a moment of barest contact and somehow more intimate and reassuring than the night before.

Beck met me at the front door to Chamberlin, a cup of coffee steaming in one hand, an aging book bag slung over one shoulder. “I didn’t think you’d show,” he said as I came up the steps.

“Thanks for meeting me.”

He used his key to unlock the door. “Come on in, then.”

I followed him inside. We climbed the stairs toward his office.

“I had an image in my head,” Beck said. “An image of you and your wife sitting in a coffee shop on State Street, laughing at the gullible old professor you’d hoodwinked.”

“I doubt we’d have brought Lyle for something like that.”

“Yes, his presence cast doubt on the little play I’d conjured.”

We reached the professor’s floor, and he led me through the tight hallways to his office. I held his coffee while he unlocked the door.

The headache was back again. A dull, rhythmic ache behind my eyes.

“Thanks,” he said, taking the coffee back. I followed him inside.

“We’re not going to a lab?”

Beck set his book bag down on one of the chairs next to his desk and turned back to face me. He put the coffee to his lips and sipped before replying. “Frankly, Mr. Treder, before I impose on anyone else’s time, I’ll need to see this event for myself.”

I clamped my teeth shut. I forced myself to breathe for a moment. “Fine.” I took my phone out and checked the time.

7:51 AM.

I looked back up. “We’ll see what you think after this.”

Beck was opening his mouth when the world slipped.

Then I was back, standing in the office. Beck was there, sitting behind his desk in different clothes, clutching at another cup of coffee and looking frazzled and unkempt. Amy and Lyle were there as well, staring at me. And there were four other adults in the room, all with the look of professional intellectuals, all wearing expressions shifting from amused boredom to shock.

“My God,” one of them said, an elderly man wearing a bow tie and cardigan suit.

Another man was holding a phone, recording the office with bemused detachment. His eyes bulged and he dropped the phone on the hard carpet. He didn’t seem to notice.

I took in the extra people in the office without really paying attention. My attention was on Amy and Lyle. Amy’s hands were clenched on Lyle’s shoulders, but he didn’t seem to notice.

With five sets of strange eyes on me, I walked over and hugged my wife and son. For me, it’d been barely an hour since I’d kissed her goodbye. Tears ran down her face, and her hug was stiff and shaky. Lyle returned my hug with bearlike ferocity. “I knew you’d come back, Dad,” he said, too quietly for the others to hear.

I heard a rustling thump of movement and looked up in time to see Beck surge to his feet behind his desk, knocking over his coffee in the process. He glared at me, face thunderous. Sweat beaded on his wrinkled forehead. “Get out of my office!”

“What?”

“Get out! Now!” His voice cracked on the last word.

I glanced over at Amy, but she was far away, her arms crossed around her chest.

“What are you waiting for?” Beck’s entire body trembled.

I reached out, unsteady, and grabbed Amy with one hand and Lyle with the other. “Fine. Fine, we’re going.” I pulled my family a few steps forward, toward the door. We were a pace away when Lyle twisted in my grasp, enough to make me lose my grip. “Lyle—”

But he walked back to Beck’s desk. As every person in the room watched, he set a book on the professor’s desk. It was Physics of the Impossible. “Thank you for letting me borrow this, sir,” Lyle said. He turned and stepped back to me, reaching out his hand. I took it. Beck stared down at the book on his desk, unblinking, his mouth partly open. Then he collapsed into his chair, falling hard enough to force a hissing whoosh of air out through the cracks in the leather.

“Come with me,” a woman said, inches away. She’d been one of the silent observers in the room when I’d reappeared. She gave me an encouraging smile and beckoned with one hand.

Lyle went first, following her out the door, tugging me along behind him. I trailed in a trance, pulling Amy with me.



The woman led us a few doors down, opened another door, and motioned us inside. The room was almost identical to Beck’s office, except the desk was neater. There were sections where the wood was actually visible. “Coffee?” the woman asked, moving around us toward the desk. “Tea?”

“I, uh…”

“What kind of tea do you have, ma’am?” Lyle asked.

“Well, let me see here.” She bent over the shelving behind her desk, in front of a window looking out over the grassy slope of the campus outside. There was a coffee maker and teapot on the shelf. “I have Earl Grey, lemon green tea, and some chai.”

“Earl Grey, please,” Lyle said. He slipped out of my grasp, walked over to one of the chairs in front of the desk, and sat. He started swinging his legs.

“That has caffeine. Is that okay with your dad?”

“Um, sure,” I said.

“One Earl Grey for the little master.” The woman peered at me through her glasses. Her gray hair was tied back in a bun, and her long dress did a fine job of masking a portly figure. “Are you sure you don’t want anything?”

“I—I think I’d appreciate some coffee. Thank you. Amy?”

“Yes.” Her voice was faint.

“One Earl Grey, three coffees. Have a seat while I make them.”

I stood in place for a moment, swaying. Then I shook myself and led Amy to one of the other chairs. She let me sit her down, still with her arms crossed over her chest. She stared into the distance. Lyle swung his legs and looked over the books on the shelves around us.

“I’m Maggie,” the woman said as she prepared the drinks. “Maggie Paulson.”

“Scott Treder,” I said. “Nice to meet you.” It popped out, years of social training taking over.

She looked back at me with a stare I was certain had silenced any number of overly anxious or disruptive college students. “Yes, I know who you are.” She turned back to the drinks. “Scott Treder, the Disappearing Man.”

“The Disappearing Man. As good a name as any.”

“You gave poor Professor Beck quite a fright, you know.” She didn’t bother hiding a satisfied smile.

“Well. I didn’t intend to.”

“No, I don’t think you did. But that’s not what he thinks.”

“He thinks I pulled a fast one on him?”

“You got it.” She turned with two ceramic mugs in her hand, walked around the desk, and handed the larger one to Lyle. “Careful, now, honey, it’s hot.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” Lyle said, taking the mug in his small hands.

Maggie held the other out to Amy. Amy gave a start, blinked, and looked up. “Thank you.” She coughed to clear her throat. She sipped. “It’s good.”

“Glad to hear,” Maggie said. She looked back toward me. “He spent all week trying to figure out how you did it.”

“Professor Beck?”

“Yep.” She crossed the room and returned with two more mugs. She handed one to me, then leaned against her desk in a motion both comfortable and practiced. “Drove him just short of the edge. Not that he’s ever that far from it, mind you.” She smiled again. “But you did vanish, and without a trace. And you reappeared, on time and as predicted, in exactly the same spot you left. Which is impossible in more ways than one.”

I sipped my coffee and found my way back to myself. “How so?”

“Modern physics knows of situations where things can disappear and reappear at different places. Even disappear and reappear at different times. But that behavior only takes place at the tiniest of scales. The quantum level. Electrons, quarks, and the like.”

“All right.”

“But you’re obviously a touch bigger than an electron or a quark. And even assuming you did find a way to spontaneously disappear, to travel forward through time, and pop back into place, there’s no way you should reappear exactly where you left.”

“Where else would I appear?”

“Where you actually disappeared.”

I frowned at her, and she laughed. It was a tinkling sound, full of easy humor.

“Think about it for a moment,” she said. “The Earth’s traveling around the Sun. And the Sun itself is traveling—very quickly—around the center of the Milky Way, which is itself whirling through the universe at many hundreds of kilometers per second.”

“So … I should be…”

“You should be floating around in empty space right now, quite dead, the Earth now eight days farther around the Sun than it was when you vanished, and the Sun eight days farther around the center of the Milky Way, and so on. But here you are. And you even managed to displace the oxygen and nitrogen and water molecules in your local environment when you reappeared, so you didn’t kill us all in an explosion of forced fusion as your atoms occupied the same space as those of the air.”

Lyle watched Maggie, entranced. I rubbed my forehead.

“An interesting conundrum, no?” She seemed to be directing the question toward Lyle, her tone light and amused.

“What do you do?” It was Amy, without warning, directed toward Maggie.

“Oh my, I didn’t even introduce myself properly, did I? I’m professor emeritus in theoretical physics here at the UW. Really, you should have come to me first. My research is much wilder and farther out on the fringe than poor Beck’s ever was. Particularly after I got my tenure and was able to, as they say, have at it.”

“I—a grad student recommended Professor Beck, as the chair…”

“Oh, he’s a chair, all right.” She shook her head and had another sip of coffee. When she lowered the mug, she looked at me with an intensity that made me feel like an insect wriggling on a pin. “So, Mr. Disappearing Man. What are we going to do about you?”



I related the entire story again, just as I had with Professor Beck. Maggie—Professor Paulson—proved more credulous, however. She listened closely and asked penetrating questions.

Amy and Lyle sat through my halting recitation of the events of the last few days—last few weeks, for them. Lyle piped up to contribute here and there with a relevant observation. Maggie beamed down at him from her half-seated place on the edge of her desk whenever he spoke.

“Well, Mr. Treder, I would very much like you to come back tomorrow,” Maggie said when I finished.

“I don’t know how much more…” I trailed off, not sure what I was trying to say.

“Don’t worry, I don’t want to see you disappear in my office. I’d like to have you come down to the physics lab to take some readings. I’ll have to talk with some colleagues in the experimental physics and chemistry fields first, since I rarely touch actual instruments myself.”

“Okay.” I stood. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet.”

Amy stood and helped Lyle out of his chair. She spoke before I could. “Thank you for believing us.”

Maggie gazed at her over the tops of her reading glasses. “Mrs. Treder, I just watched your husband pop into existence right in front of my eyes. Professor Beck may have convinced himself you performed some fancy parlor trick to hoodwink him, but I know real magic when I see it.”

“But it’s not magic,” Lyle said.

“What was that, my boy?”

“It’s not magic. What’s happening to my dad.”

Maggie’s smile faded. “Quite right. And we’ll figure it out.”

We said our goodbyes to Maggie and left. Walking together, silent, Lyle’s hand in mine, we left the campus and walked to a coffee shop on State Street, one of the little places trying hard to look privately owned—the walls plastered with flyers and fair-trade posters—but that was in fact a subsidiary of some faceless corporation from the West Coast. Still, the latte I had was good, even though I’d just finished the coffee Maggie made for us.

The three of us sat and watched students trudge by outside. Two homeless men sat on a nearby sidewalk, holding out cups, hoping for change; buses slid by with dull roars; fit-looking young people jogged past, listening to music as they ran. The entire world going about its daily morning routine around us. Oblivious.

“The next one will be sixteen days,” Amy said.

I looked away from the window. Amy clutched her drink, threatening to pop the lid and spill the hot contents over her hand. Lyle watched her without expression. I reached across the table. Amy’s eyes tracked the movement, and she hesitated before moving her hand to meet mine. Our fingers intertwined. “The last one.”

“You don’t know that.”

“We’re getting help now. These are smart people—”

“Half of whom think we’re pranksters or nutcases.”

I darted my eyes toward Lyle.

Amy didn’t miss the movement. She sighed and pulled her hand away. She rubbed her face. “I’m sorry. I … just…”

“Yeah.” I swallowed down the lump in my throat. “I know.”

We sat for a long moment. She stood. “I need to get to work. I don’t have many sick days or vacation left. And we only have one income now…” She trailed off as I winced.

I tried to cover it with a smile. “At least I’m not there to eat as much, right?”

Amy grimaced.

“I’ll drive you,” I said. “I’ll take Lyle to school. You’ll be late, but not too bad.”

She watched my face for a few seconds. “Okay.”

Outside on the sidewalk she let me hold her hand. Lyle’s eyes, behind his thick glasses, missed nothing.






CHAPTER 5


I returned to the campus the next morning.

It was Saturday, and, as Maggie promised, the campus was quiet. There were a few hardy joggers and bike riders out, but that was all. The professor waited for me at Chamberlin Hall. It was still a few minutes before seven.

She smiled and waved as I neared. “Don’t worry, you aren’t late. I’m chronically early.”

“Oh. Good.” I came to a stop a few feet away, feeling awkward. “Thank you again for helping me.”

“Well, again, wait to thank me until after I do some good. How was your day yesterday?”

“Long. I suppose that’s a good thing, considering.”

She motioned toward the front door. “Shall we? The lab’s in the basement.”

I followed her inside.

The building was quiet. Our shoes clacked on the shining floor, the sound reverberating down the silent hallways. Doors stood shut. The building had an old, well-used smell to it, like a heavily thumbed paperback. I hadn’t really picked up on that before, when there had been more people about.

“Did you have any luck?” I asked. I was trying to distract myself. I was about to abandon my family again, this time for over two weeks. I tried not to remember Amy’s face the night before. Tears of frustration and anger and fear. The hollowness in her eyes this morning at breakfast.

“With the equipment? Some. There’s no precedent for this, so I’m not sure what to use for instrumentation. But I checked with friends in other departments and rustled up some goodies.” She led me down the steps into the basement. From there we walked down another series of twisting, empty hallways that ended in a pair of wide-open double doors. Maggie went through first and I followed at her heels. I felt displaced. Out of my narrow comfort zone.

The physics laboratory was small. There were black counters with scarred tops dotted with pulleys, levers, and pieces of electrical equipment with dials, switches, and diodes. Exposed circuit boards sat next to humming computers. Wires lay in tangled rat’s nests all over the room, spilling out of plastic bins and dangling from countertops. It was bright inside, brilliant low-Kelvin overhead lights beaming down, eradicating all shadows and rendering the room flat, almost colorless.

A young man and woman, both in lab coats, looked up as we entered.

“Mr. Treder, this is Adam and Juliette, two of my grad students. They’ve kindly agreed to help with our little experiment. Observation.” She grinned. “Whatever.”

I bobbed my head at the two students. They stood near a torn and faded desk chair, around which were clustered several boxy machines with square screens and industrial-looking dials. The students looked at me with mixed expressions. Maggie had told them what was happening. I took it as a sign of their respect for her that they showed up at all.

“What do you need me to do?” I asked.

“Have a seat. We’d like to take some baseline readings. Get some good measurements of everything before it happens.”

I licked my lips and sat in the chair. It creaked, but the wheels were locked, and it didn’t move as I settled my weight into it.

The female grad student, Juliette, gave me a professional smile as she bent toward me, holding flat gray pads attached to wires. “Can you sit back so I can place these on your chest, please? I’ll have to raise your shirt.”

“Um, sure.” I settled into the chair and lifted my arms as Juliette slid her hands under my shirt. I twitched when the cool gel on the pads touched my chest. Behind her, Adam bent over a computer, typing. Maggie settled against a nearby countertop and folded her arms.

“So,” I said, trying to ignore the cold pads on my chest as Juliette worked. “What are we measuring, exactly?”

“Static electricity in the immediate environment,” Adam said without looking up. He was tall, with curly brown hair thinning to a bald spot at the top of his head. “As well as the electrical currents in your skin.”

“Brain waves,” Juliette said. She held up a set of electrodes. They reminded me of the splayed toes of a gecko. “These go on your head.” She settled them onto my temples. Gel trickled into my hair, tickling my scalp. My heart rate picked up, and I took a long breath.

The headache pulsed. Persistent little bastard.

“Relax, Scott,” Maggie said. “Let us do the work. Just … do whatever it is you do to make it happen.”

“I don’t do anything. It just happens. And I wish to Christ it didn’t.”

Juliette frowned, but I didn’t apologize. My head throbbed. It was too bright, and the ceiling in the lab felt too low. I closed my eyes.

“Are you all right, Scott?” Maggie asked.

“Yeah. Yes. Just hope you guys can get something out of all this.”

“Me too,” Adam muttered.

“Let’s get the baselines,” Maggie said. Juliette stepped back, and Adam tapped on the keyboard for a few minutes. “Huh.”

“What?” I asked.

“Nah, it’s just, these are totally normal. EKG, Geiger counter, the static array, everything.” He looked at Maggie. “Seems like he’s human.”

The look I gave Maggie must have been quite something because she started cackling. “Adam the comedian.”

Adam, for his part, was nonplussed. “Well, you can look yourself, everything’s nominal—”

Whatever else Adam said was lost as the world slipped sideways, fractionally, and reoriented.

I still sat on the chair, which apparently hadn’t moved an inch, but none of the electrodes and leads were there anymore. Even the ones under my shirt were gone, although my shirt was still there, as were all my clothes. I could feel the tingling cool of the gel where the electrodes had been.

Adam and Juliette and Maggie were all there, clustered around the chair, looking down at me. Adam and Juliette wore matching wide-eyed expressions.

Maggie nodded to herself, looking pensive. “Huh.”

They wore different clothes. And I saw, to my surprise, that I could tell Maggie’s hair had grown out since only a second ago. Adam had gotten a haircut.

“Did you read anything?” I asked.

Adam and Juliette both jumped away from me. “Holy shit,” Adam said.

“Nope, doesn’t get any less amazing or bizarre the second time you see it.” Maggie stepped around Juliette and Adam and took my hand. “How do you feel, Mr. Treder?”

“Scott.”

“Scott, yes, sorry. How do you feel?”

“The same as I did a moment ago.”

“A moment ago. Right.” She let go of my hand and straightened. “So, did we?”

Adam and Juliette were still staring at me, and it took them a moment to realize she was talking to them.

“Did we…?” Juliette blinked.

“Did we read anything?” Maggie asked, her tone sharpening.

Adam and Juliette looked at one another and bolted over to the computer monitors. They started tapping on the keyboards, muttering to one another, their eyes darting back and forth across the screens.

Maggie watched me.

“I’m guessing not,” I said.

“I wouldn’t bet against you.”

“Any ideas?”

“Not really, no. But there are myriad curiosities here.”

“Like what, besides the whole disappearing-man thing?” I struggled to keep the bitterness out of my voice. Sixteen days. I’d left Amy and Lyle alone again for sixteen days. I’d known it was coming. The math wasn’t hard. But to have it happen … Jesus.

“Well.” Maggie leaned against a nearby counter. It was the same position she’d been in before the time slip. “I mentioned how you’re reappearing in the same spot relative to the Earth, not to the Sun or the center of the galaxy or some arbitrary center of the universe.”

“That delightful image of me tumbling through space without a space suit.”

“That would be the one. There’s more. When you disappeared, you left behind all the instruments we’d placed on you, even the ones you didn’t know we’d put on you.”

I wanted to ask a question, but she pressed on before I could open my mouth.

“Except, your clothing and even your phone went with you. So, this thing, whatever it is, is not localized around or anchored to your biological form. It’s not the product of some quasi-random quantum-level wave fluctuation that’s latched on to your unique quantum-mechanical signature. Or, at least, not entirely.” She sighed and rubbed at her eyes. “This seems, for lack of a better term, like the product of something intelligent.”

“Intelligent?” I asked. I licked my lips, like I was tasting the word as it came out. It made the hairs on the backs of my arms and neck go up.

“I call it like I see it,” Maggie said. She looked toward the grad students. “Anything?”

“No,” Adam said.

“All normal,” Juliette said. “Of course, we didn’t have any of the skin-contact sensors attached when he returned, but…”

“We didn’t see anything out of the ordinary the moment you disappeared, either,” Maggie said, her eyes on me. “No radiation spikes. No sudden buildup in static electricity.”

“Great,” I said. “Just great.”

“We’ll keep working at it, Scott,” Maggie said. She pushed away from the counter. I got the impression she wanted to kneel but couldn’t because of her age or some old injury. “We’ll crunch the numbers on what little we did get, correlate with the baseline set, and see what aligns with the different theories we’ve come up with.” She stopped, her brow furrowing.

“Yes?” I asked.

“Would you like to see it?”

“See what?”

“We filmed it.”

“Isn’t that something you should have told me?”

Her smile returned. “Hell no. Never bias the subject. Come on, let’s have a look.”



The camera was a high-speed device used to study objects traveling at extreme velocities, taking thousands of frames per second. The more frames, the slower the motion when those frames were played back at a normal thirty frames per second. They’d hidden the camera behind some textbooks on one of the nearby shelves. The lens was large, and I was disappointed in myself for missing it. Super spy I was not.

I stood next to Maggie and Juliette, the three of us clustered behind Adam.

“Okay,” Adam said. He worked the mouse and tapped a few keys. “Here’s the disappearance.”

A new window popped up on the screen, and Adam maximized it with a click. He hit play, and the black image resolved into a harshly lit view of the lab. On the screen, I sat on the chair, wires leading from me to various pieces of equipment. I was listening to something, although even with the timestamp numbers on the bottom right rocketing upward, the image appeared almost dead still.

“We’re at a hundred and fifty thousand frames per second,” Adam said, nodding toward the timestamp numbers. “We can only record about twelve seconds at that speed, so we had the camera set to start firing five seconds before seven fifty-two. I had to change out the fluorescents before you arrived so they wouldn’t flicker. The university has special constant-burn plasma tubes in storage for ultraslow-mo studies. Here, let me advance it some…” He clicked on the slider and the image jumped. On the screen, I looked the same, though Adam’s mouth had opened, mid-speech.

The numbers advanced upward, the farthest ones on the right spinning in a blur of barely recognizable shapes, zero through nine. Then I was gone. It was faster than an eyeblink, even at that frame rate. I was there, on the chair, frozen in time and place, then I was gone. The electrodes attached to my body hung suspended in midair. As we watched, they began to descend, ever so slowly, pulled down by gravity.

“There’s no transition,” Juliette said. “We’ve watched this a hundred times in the last two weeks. We even got it down to two frames. One you’re there, the next you’re gone. It’s—”

“Impossible,” Adam said.

“Let’s look at today,” Maggie said, her tone soft.

When the transfer off the camera completed, Adam brought the new video up on the screen. The four of us watched as the process we’d just seen—albeit with Adam, Juliette, and Maggie in different clothes and positions around the lab—reversed itself. One moment I wasn’t there. The chair was empty. Then I was there, with the same expression on my face and in the same position as the other video, where I’d vanished.

“Jesus,” I whispered.

“Yeah, it’s eerie.” Adam looked sideways at me. Juliette did, too. They both seemed to be waiting for me to break into laughter and reveal my amazing magic trick. If only.

“So, what now?” I asked, turning to face Maggie.

“I’d suggest you go home and see your family, because they haven’t seen you in over two weeks. But I’d like you to come back tomorrow.”

“What good will that do?”

“I’m not sure. But we’ve been gathering ideas and equipment for the last two weeks, so I’d like to try some things.”

I let out a long breath. “Okay. Same time tomorrow.”

“One more thing,” Maggie said.

“Yes?”

“You probably shouldn’t talk to anyone else about this.”

“Why?”

“Because if word gets out, it’ll never get back in again. Do you understand?” She watched my face. “The police, maybe the government, the military, will almost certainly get involved.”

“The military? Why?”

“Think about it,” Adam said. “Think about what they’ll see here. Someone who can vanish, literally vanish, and pop up again days later. Who knows what else you might be able to do? Vanish and reappear somewhere else? Maybe you’re actually turning invisible, and you can walk around and listen in to everything people are saying. How much do you think you’d be worth to the army? Especially if they could figure out how to replicate it.”

I felt a chill. “You’re serious.”

“As serious as you are about disappearing for exponentially increasing periods of time,” Maggie said.

“Jesus.”

“Maybe. But last I heard, he only walked on water.”

I eyed her and felt the edges of my mouth quirk despite myself as she broke into a smile.

“Back in front of the building tomorrow at seven,” she said.

“Okay.” I started out of the lab but stopped and turned back. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet.”






CHAPTER 6


I’d taken the bus to get to campus sixteen days ago. I was supposed to take it again to go home. Amy and I decided, in a strangely prosaic conversation, that it was too expensive for me to drive and leave my car in one of the parking ramps, and she couldn’t afford to take the time from work to drop me off and pick me up.

So, I was caught off guard when I saw her sitting, arms crossed over her chest, on one of the benches outside the science building. “Amy?”

She took a breath when she saw me. “Scott.” She stood as I came over.

I hugged her, and she let me, although she hesitated in the embrace, her arms only coming up to pat me. I stepped back but kept my hands on her shoulders as I looked at her. “I thought I was going to take the bus.”

“I asked for the morning off. My intern can sub for me until I get back.”

“You have an intern?”

A wince. “Yes. I forgot you wouldn’t know. It’s through WIP. They assigned her about a week and a half ago. I guess I’m officially a senior teacher now.” She forced a smile. “Not sure how I let that happen.”

“I’m glad to see you.”

“Me too,” she said. It sounded automatic, an ingrained response. “Did they learn anything?”

I realized why she was there. It was broadcast in her face, in the way she stood, even the way she’d put her hair up. She was hoping it was over, that Maggie and her helpers had solved my little problem.

It killed me to have to shake my head. I watched as she folded into herself, her arms coming up to cross over her chest again, her chin dipping, her eyes losing focus and drifting toward the ground.

“They took a lot of readings,” I said. “They’re analyzing them, figuring it out. They have a video of it, high-speed. You can see me disappear—”

“They don’t have a clue.”

“Amy—”

“They don’t have a clue.” She looked up. There were fresh tears in her eyes. “We did the math, Scott. Lyle and I, we did it together. The next time you’ll be gone for a month, then two months.”

“We’re going to figure—”

“It won’t be long before you’ll be gone for years at a time, Scott. Years. Then decades.” The tears ran down her cheeks. She wiped one side of her face with an angry jerk of her hand. “Lyle and I can’t live like that, Scott. We can’t pine away for years at a time only to have you back for a day…” She trailed off, her voice cracking.

I saw, in a flash, what the last few weeks had been like for her. From my perspective I’d seen her only a few hours ago. But she’d had days—had endless dark hours in bed at night—to ruminate, to turn the matter over and over in her head, to dream up all the darkest possible outcomes.

“You don’t have a job anymore, Scott. It’s all on me now, on my shoulders. We’ll probably have to leave the duplex, and—” She bit her lip. “And goddamnit, Scott, why is this happening? What did we do?”

“Amy.”

I stepped in close. She took a step back, shaking her head, but I wrapped her up in my arms. She resisted for a moment, then relented, leaning into my chest. “We’ll get this figured out.” I stroked her hair. “I won’t be gone for years. I promise. We’ll get this sorted. Hell, it might stop as sudden as it started.”

She let out a coughing laugh. But she nodded anyway, her forehead moving against my shirt.

I held her for a long minute, the two of us standing together near the steps leading up to Chamberlin. A few students and faculty members passed us, but no one gave us a second glance. Ours was a private little drama, even if held in public.

“Come on,” I said. “Let’s go get some coffee, okay?”

“Okay.” She looked up with wet eyes. “Are you hungry?”

I almost told her she’d cooked me breakfast a few hours earlier. I almost said it. But I caught myself at the last second and forced a smile. “Sure. Though I think coffee’s the priority.”

She barely seemed to hear me. She started walking toward State Street. I took her hand, and we walked together, pushing against the flow of students heading for early classes.



Amy had only asked for a few hours off from work for “an appointment,” so after coffee and scones she took me home and went back to the elementary school where she taught.

I drifted around the house, alone with my thoughts. I considered going back online again, digging around, but it didn’t seem worth it. I needed to make the most out of my time, and sitting on the computer poking through conspiracy forums and science fiction posts didn’t seem worthwhile. But there was nothing else I could think to do, no obvious way to make the most out of things, at least not with Amy and Lyle away.

After an hour of pacing around the living room, I found myself back in my beat-up Civic. I drove downtown, with no destination in mind, and parked in one of the garages near the Capitol.

The square was busy, as always, although “busy” was a relative term. Busy for Madison was not busy for Chicago. But there were always people walking about, buses roaring by, joggers and bikers fighting for space on the sidewalk. College students with bulging book bags on their shoulders mingled with people in business suits, and gray-haired retirees watched squirrels dart around the grassy lawn surrounding the capitol building.

I walked the square, wrapped in a strange mental blanket, almost a fugue. A not-insignificant part of me screamed to get moving, to figure out what was going on so I could get back to living my quiet life. Another part of my mind, the part having done the math just as Amy and Lyle had, whispered that I needed to take Amy and Lyle and run, as though I could physically outdistance whatever it was that had grabbed me.

But instead of rushing to a library to do research or driving to yank Lyle out of his class, I walked. I rounded the square and wandered on the side roads, toward the lake. I ended up on the rooftop of the Terrace, overlooking Lake Monona. The wind etched arcing lines across the surface of the lake. Sunlight sparkled along rippled edges. Churning, changing, repeating. I leaned against the concrete wall and the short metal railing and let the wind sweep through my hair and billow my shirt.

I thought about my grandmother. Her gentleness in all things. How different she was from my father and how determined I’d been—still was—to be more like her than like him. I thought about the times I wished she’d been the one to raise me. Looking back now, many years after her death, it was clear that in a lot of ways she had. I might have lived with my mother and father, but my grandmother had guided me, given me direction when I’d needed it most. I’d come to her first when I had problems. Her death had not been unexpected, but it had been a blow that I still hadn’t come to grips with.

Severine and Sophie, too, shaped me. We were friends for years, from elementary school right through the end of high school. An unlikely trio. The freshman math teacher had called us “S-cubed” and had been quite amused with himself. What we had was never romantic, although I think both Sophie and I were in love with Severine for years, in our own ways. Instead, we’d been friends, three against the world, wrapped up in our own troubles but always there for one another, standing at the lockers every morning before class or riding around in Sophie’s sedan on Friday nights. Talking about everything, and nothing. Just being together. I hadn’t had friends like them before or since. In college, I had a few buddies. I had casual friends from work. But the deep, almost spiritual connection was missing. Maybe only teenagers could make friends like that.

But the years crept up on us. Life happened. Spouses and kids and jobs. It felt tragic, now, particularly in the face of what was happening to me. We’d allowed something so special to drift away.

I got my phone out and scrolled through my contacts list. I found Severine’s name and, after hesitating so long the screen went dark and I had to unlock the phone again, I called her.

“Scotty?” Severine gasped when she answered. Her voice was as I remembered, the same tone and inflection, the slight edge of a French accent she never lost despite having lived in America since she was nine.

“Hey, Sev.”

“Scotty, how are you? I can’t—wow, it’s been a while, hasn’t it?”

“Sev, it’s really good to hear your voice. How are you?”

“I’m—I’m good, Scotty. I—wow, I mean, I wasn’t expecting to get a call from you.”

“How are your kids?”

“They’re, ah, they’re great. How is, um, Lyle, is it?”

“He’s amazing. Yeah. Sev, I, uh. I just needed to hear your voice.”

“What’s going on?”

“I’m…” I stopped. I gazed across the lake. “Just having a hard time. Just needed a friendly voice.” My voice cracked, and I felt tears well up in my eyes. I ducked my head, keeping the phone pressed against my ear.

“You want to talk about it? I have a few minutes.”

“I’d—” I sniffed and wiping at my eyes. “You know, I’d like to hear about how things are with you.”

“Okay,” Severine said, although I could hear the doubt and concern wrapped up in that single word. I was transported to late weekend nights at Sophie’s house, the three of us listening to industrial music and watching movies and talking about whatever came to mind, whatever hugely important thing was concerning us at that moment in our young lives. I was staggered by how much I missed it, missed those moments. I’d been so focused on Amy and Lyle and my career, to the exclusion of all else. It was a shock to come back around to this.

I listened as Severine told me about her two girls, about her husband, about her job and her house. She filled me in on her life, and I let myself fall into her voice and her story. When she was done, I didn’t tell her what was happening. It didn’t feel right. And when she asked if I would call her again, text sometimes, I only promised to try.

“Take care, Scotty.”

“Bye, Sev. And thank you. Thank you for being you.”

She gave a throaty, bemused laugh. “Well, you’re welcome. My pleasure, you know. Being me.”

We hung up, and I stood there a little while longer, listening to the sounds of Madison around me. Then, tucking my head down against the wind, I headed back toward the parking garage.



I was waiting in the living room when Lyle got home. I watched out the picture window as he clambered off the bus, his legs small enough that he took each step carefully, placing both feet down before tackling the next one. He straightened his glasses as the bus rolled away and looked up. I knew he probably couldn’t see inside, not past the reflections on the big window, but I thought I saw him smile.

I met him at the door.

“Dad,” he said, now grinning.

“Ah, bud.” I huffed as I picked him up, backpack and all. “How are you?”

“I knew you’d be back today.”

I kicked the door shut behind me. “I promised I’d come back, didn’t I?”

He gave his solemn nod, his eyes large and searching. “Does it hurt?”

“Does what hurt?”

“Time travel.”

“No, it doesn’t hurt, bud. Not a bit. I barely feel anything at all.”

He straightened his glasses. I’d knocked them askew when I’d picked him up. “Wikipedia said it could hurt. At least in stories. Some of the stories say it does. Like The Terminator.”

“Well, it doesn’t hurt. Don’t trust everything you read on the Internet. And you’re too young to watch The Terminator.”

I carried him toward the kitchen. Amy had arrived earlier and was chopping vegetables. She waved the knife at me in an I-told-you-so sort of way, though the edges of her eyes still had the puffiness from earlier, and her smile wasn’t as bright as it might have been. Lyle kept talking, his mouth near my ear, unusually excited. “There are a lot of different ideas about time travel, did you know that, Dad?”

“Like what, bud?”

“Wormholes, for one. And time di—dila—dilation. I thought that one was especially…”

“Interesting? Relevant?”

“Yeah, because that one only travels forward in time. Like you.” He pushed back enough so I could see his face. “Unless you’re traveling backwards, too?”

I laughed and shook my head. “No, just forward, as far as I know.”

I set Lyle on one of the kitchen stools. He shrugged out of his backpack. “Dad? Did you know that if it keeps doubling, the fifteenth time it happens you’ll go almost forty-five years into the future?”

I stopped. Across the kitchen I felt, rather than saw, Amy freeze. A silence fell, heavy and tense, and my throat seized as if I was being choked. I breathed out, hard. “No, bud, I didn’t know that.”

Lyle looked toward his mom, then back to me, and his lips pressed together. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay, kiddo.” I ruffled his hair. “No harm in doing the math. I’m proud of you for figuring it out.”

He straightened his glasses again and gazed up at me. “Dad?”

“Yeah, bud?”

“What’s for dinner?”

I glanced over at Amy, and we both started laughing. Lyle joined in after a moment, and I bathed in the sound, ignoring the desperation I heard in Amy’s laugh, and in my own.



Maggie had two doctors with her in the lab the next morning. Dr. Michael Brantford and Dr. Elaine Nguyen from the UW Hospital, both specialists in neurology.

“We need more expertise,” Maggie said.

The chair was set up near the far wall of the lab again. The building was quiet. Adam and Juliette, the two grad students, stood behind Maggie. The two doctors, both wearing khakis and white, neatly pressed shirts, regarded me skeptically.

“Have you told them what happens?” I asked.

“I told them enough.”

Brantford’s head snapped around. He was in his late middle age, with graying hair around his temples, but he had the paper-thin skin and build of a marathon runner. “‘Enough,’ Maggie?”

“Enough to get you here.”

“When does this whatever-it-is happen?” Nguyen asked. She looked closer to me in age than Brantford did.

“Seven fifty-two,” Maggie said. Her eyes went to one of the old analog clocks on the wall nearby. “So, we don’t have a lot of time. Scott, if you would?”

I followed her to the chair. I sat as five pairs of eyes watched my every movement. “Are we trying the pads again?”

“Yes,” Juliette said. “I’ll get started.”

Nguyen sighed and stepped forward. “How about I handle hooking him up? We might as well do things right if we’re going to do them at all.”

Maggie nodded, and Juliette backed away, managing to not look affronted.

Nguyen applied the patches with clinical precision as the others clustered around the computers and started the recorders. During the entire process, the doctor never once looked me in the eye, nor did she say a single word. I wanted her to be done.

The headache started up again, pulsing behind my eyes. It was accompanying every one of my transits, I realized. Like a warning beacon. My own little canary in the coal mine. It would have been nice if it could’ve been something less painful. Like a leg twitch.

Of course, it would have been nice not to be skipping forward through time against my will.

Nguyen stepped back. “Sensors are in place.”

“Great,” Maggie said. She looked up at the clock, then back at me. “Elaine, um … you should probably stand back.”

Nguyen made an exasperated sound but backed up a pace.

I looked over at Maggie.

“I hope you get…”

The world slipped, then righted itself.

“… something.” I finished the sentence before I took in the changes in the lab. I blinked and sat up as I tried to get my bearings. The lab was empty and quiet, the doors shut. There was only one other person in the room. Maggie.

“Scott,” she said, her voice stricken, her face pale and drawn. “Scott, I’m so sorry.”

Panic shot through me, a hard electrical jolt, and I pivoted my legs around on the chair and stood, stumbling in my haste. “What is it? Did something happen to Lyle? To Amy?”

“I—they’re okay, Scott. Your family’s okay.” She held her hands up, placating. It reminded me of the time Lyle’s school had called me during work. The first thing the assistant principal had said was that Lyle was okay. Only then did she go on to tell me another kid had knocked Lyle down on the playground and stepped on his glasses.

But something had happened. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have called.

“Maggie.” I tried to tamp down on my heart as it pounded in my chest. “What’s going on?”

Maggie took a breath, gathering herself. She gestured. “Come on. I’ll explain. But we have to go.”

“Go?”

“Please, Scott. Trust me. I’ll explain as we go.”

I searched her face. She looked haggard. Drawn. The crow’s feet at the corners of her eyes stood out. Lyle and I had once watched a man sculpt a face out of clay at the Saturday farmer’s market at the capitol. The craftsman had dug deep furrows into the clay around the face’s eyes, etching with a tool like a scalpel. That’s how Maggie’s lines looked now. Etched. “Okay.”

Maggie led me to the door. She opened it and then hesitated, sticking her head out to look up and down the hallways. When she glanced back, she saw my look and grimaced. “Come on.” She hurried into the narrow corridor, toward a side door. We weren’t heading for the stairs. It was a different route than the one I had grown accustomed to taking.

“Maggie—”

She looked back but pushed onward, toward the door, not slowing. “The news found out. There’re reporters outside the main entrance to Chamberlin. I called campus security and they’re holding them off, but you can’t go that way.”

“What? Reporters? How—”

“Michael.”

We reached the door. Maggie took out a key and unlocked it. She opened it a crack, peered through, and then pulled it fully open. She ushered me into what turned out to be another even narrower and more poorly lit corridor and closed the door behind me. Old tumblers rattled as she put her key into the lock and twisted. She checked that the knob wouldn’t move and then, pocketing the key, turned.

“Michael?” I asked.

“Michael Brantford, my physician friend.” She coughed and shook her head. “Physician acquaintance. Physician asshole. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t use strong language or resort to name-calling, but … my goodness gracious, he is such an asshole.”

“Maggie, you’re freaking me out.”

“I know. I know. I’m sorry. Please, just—come with me.”

“Where are we going?”

She sighed and rubbed at her temples. “A side exit. Tucked away. This building, Chamberlin, it was constructed in the early 1900s. They renovated in the early 2000s, but it’s still basically an old building. There are rooms and exits here and there that almost nobody uses or even remembers.”

“All right.” I was swirling. Trying to grab on to something solid. I followed her as she hurried down the hall, moving fast for a woman of her age. “What happened, Maggie?”

She spoke over her shoulder. “When you disappeared, just like I said you would, Michael didn’t even believe his own eyes. He thought we were all pulling some kind of stunt. So, Adam and Juliette and I showed him the high-speed camera footage. And he and Elaine looked at the readings from all the sensors we put on you and saw how they just ended, or flatlined, with no prior indication.”

“And?”

“And he believed us. I wish he’d stayed a skeptic. Instead, he saw his chance to get his name into scientific journals, land that sweet investment money, maybe gin up some patents. He went to the press.”

“They believed him?” We were nearing the end of the corridor. Yet another door.

“He got Elaine to go along with him. Even talked Adam into backing him up. Juliette let me know what was happening, but I was too late to stop them. They’re reputable scientists and physicians, from a prestigious university, and they spun your disappearing act like it was hard science. Lots of long, flowery, intelligent-sounding words, and the promise you’d come back right when they said you would, right in front of their cameras.”

We reached the door. Maggie unlocked this one with the same key, opened it partway, and repeated the action of peeking out. It would have been comical if the situation hadn’t been so serious. She pushed the door fully open and flicked on a light switch. Bare overhead bulbs flickered to life. We stepped into a musty-smelling storage room filled with stacks of ancient, decaying boxes that slumped together along the walls. “We’re almost to the exit. This room is where Chamberlin’s reams of documents go to die, those that people like me can’t bear to shred or recycle. Almost no one comes down here.” She shut and locked the door behind me and then ushered me along the path between the boxes.

“Maggie? The reporters?”

“Right. The reporters. Honestly, I don’t think many believed Michael and Elaine. More like they wanted to be in on the big story of a couple university eggheads making public fools of themselves when you didn’t magically reappear. I got there first. I called campus security as soon as Juliette told me their plan. But, Scott, your family…”

My blood went cold. “What about my family?”

“They found them. The reporters did, I mean. Tried to get statements. This all happened in the last few days. Michael and Elaine and Adam waited until the last minute to break the news, so there wouldn’t be enough time for the story to lose steam before you reappeared.” She puffed out her cheeks and looked at me, the harsh overhead lights deepening the lines on her face. Her cheeks and the space under her chin became craters of deep shadow.

“Where’s Amy? Lyle?”

“Amy didn’t tell me where they were going.”

“They left?”

“They left town. Amy said they had to. Reporters were at your house. They even tried to get your son on record. I think that—that was the last straw, for Amy. She didn’t—on the phone, she didn’t tell me that explicitly, but I think having reporters harassing your son as he was getting off the bus, it—” Something caught in her throat, and she looked away, shaking her head. “I’m so sorry, Scott.”

I stopped amid stacks of moldy boxes. My head spun. “Did you get anything?”

“What?” Maggie, noticing I’d stopped, came back to me.

“From the sensors. All that setup before the main event.”

“No. Not really. You’re totally normal, according to all the instruments we had. Still beat-up from that original fall you took a few months ago … but no. You’re normal.”

I huffed out a breath. The headache was building this time rather than receding. “Great.”

Maggie’s lips drew to a narrow line. “I’m so, so sorry, Scott.”

“I—yes. Okay.”

She pointed in the direction we’d been going. There was a metal door there, mounted in the concrete of what I assumed was an exterior wall. “That’s the side exit. Take the outside steps up and you’ll be on the side of the building next to the little botanical garden. Don’t go back to University right away, that’s the direction the reporters will be. You can loop through the garden and they probably won’t see you. Once you’re past Lathrop Hall you should be safe. You took the twenty-eight metro bus, right?”

“Yeah. Yes.” The odor in the storage room was making my eyes tear up. My head was still swimming, trying to sort through everything Maggie had said. The news. The press. The thought of a reporter accosting my small, vulnerable son as he got off the bus made my blood boil. I had to clench my hands into fists to stop them from shaking.

“You should be able to catch the twenty-eight off University, down by the School of Music.” Maggie, perhaps misreading why I had balled my hands, reached out and took my right fist. She gripped it tight with both of her hands, cupping it like a baseball. I knew she meant it to be reassuring. “Scott. What are you going to do?”

“Um. I’m, ah, I’m going to go find my family. After that, I don’t know.”

“Come back here,” she said. “Security will keep the press out. We can still run more tests, call in specialists—”

“I don’t think there are specialists for this.” I paused for a few heartbeats. I carefully but deliberately took my hand from her grip. “Maggie. Thank you for trying to help.”

Maggie didn’t say anything. Her face crumpled further, and her eyes shone with tears. But she nodded. “Okay, Scott. All right. I understand. The door is unlocked on this side. Duck out through the botanical garden. I’ll go back up and make sure campus security is keeping the reporters occupied.”

I bobbed my head and started for the metal door.

“Scott,” she called.

I stopped and glanced back. Maggie stood in a puddle of light cast by one of the bare overhead lightbulbs. She looked small. Diminished. Her back was rounded, her shoulders slumped. She had lost much of the energy that had so effectively captured me, Amy, and Lyle before. I realized, standing there, that I had believed her when she’d told us she’d figure out what was happening to me. We’d all believed her. And Maggie had convinced herself, too, that this problem would submit to her prodigious intellect.

“I am so sorry.”

I gazed at her for a long moment. “I know.” Then I turned, pressed the horizontal bar on the door, and pushed my way out into the morning sunshine.






CHAPTER 7


As Maggie had said, reporters and TV crews milled around outside Chamberlin near the front entrance. I didn’t see Brantford, Nguyen, Adam, or anyone else I recognized. Five members of campus security had formed a human shield guarding the front doors, and they looked down the steps at the reporters with grim expressions.

I watched the reporters from around the corner of the building. As I stood there, cheek pressed to the rough surface, one eye peeking out like I was the world’s worst secret agent, I felt detached. Like I had fallen into a film version of my own life, and I was the actor portraying myself. I had to shake the feeling. It wasn’t going to help me get home.

Following Maggie’s advice, I turned and fell in with a line of students winding their way through the botanical garden. I didn’t have a backpack, nor was I wearing sweatpants and flip-flops with dirty socks, so I didn’t have on perfect camouflage, but I kept my head down and tried to blend in. The students talked and laughed, oblivious to the cluster of reporters and TV crews behind us.

The group looped around Lathrop. I ducked away from the students and down an alley between Lathrop and what I thought was a dorm, heading back for University Avenue. The idea of all that had happened was hard for me to fully grasp. It’d been just an instant for me. Thirty-two days for everyone else. Time for word to get out, for Brantford to make his case to the press. Time for a reporter to accost my son. I thought about what Adam had said, about the military or government getting involved. I hoped that was paranoia. At least the reporters hadn’t breached the building and gotten into the lab.

I walked, trying to look casual but still hurrying, to the nearest bus stop. I ended up waiting there twenty minutes for the next bus. I sat under the awning, angling my face away from the street—until I realized I didn’t even know if the reporters knew what I looked like. I started making calls. I was conscious I had no voicemails waiting for me, but I tried not to think about what that implied.

The first number I tried was Amy’s. She didn’t answer. I left a quick message. “Amy, honey, it’s me. I’m back. Maggie told me about the reporters. Call me, tell me where you are. I want to see you and Lyle. I love you.”

I sat for a few minutes, flicking my eyes between my phone and cars and students moving by. Taking a breath, I tried the next contact.

He picked up on the first ring. “Hello.”

“Dad.”

“Scott.” Dry. Flat.

“How are you, Dad?”

“Where are you? Shouldn’t you be at work?”

He could hear the cars going by. “It doesn’t matter. Listen, Dad…”

“Your wife called here a few days ago.”

“She did?”

“Asked if we knew anything.”

“Knew anything about what?”

“Didn’t say. She sounded upset.” There was more than a hint of accusation in my father’s tone. “Your mother talked to her.”

“Dad—”

“What’s going on with you, Scott? You do something?”

“Dad, you might see me on TV today.”

“What have you done? Did you get arrested or something?”

“Look, I wanted to warn you, all right?”

“Warn me about what? The police after you? You in some kind of trouble?”

“No. Not exactly.”

“Then what?” His tone was harsh, sharp. I was thirty years in the past, a kid, listening to his voice and fearing his unpredictable spikes of rage as he loomed over me.

“I gotta go. Tell Mom I love her.”

“Tell her yourself, goddamnit. Don’t you hang up on me—”

I pulled the phone from my ear and ended the call. I sat against the hard, graffiti-marred bench and stared into space until the bus arrived.



I was surprised there were no reporters waiting for me at the duplex. Maybe they thought I was still inside Chamberlin, back on the UW campus. I jogged across the tiny front yard in front and bolted through the front door.

Inside was empty. The furniture was there, but Amy and Lyle were gone. There were no notes on the kitchen counter or stuck to the refrigerator doors. I checked Amy’s closet. Her suitcase and several articles of clothing were missing. I didn’t need to check Lyle’s room, but I did anyway. It was the same. Clothes and a few books gone.

I sat on Lyle’s bed, thinking. I doubted Amy would go to her sister’s place in Sun Prairie, but I tried calling Kate anyway.

She picked up on the third ring. “Really not who I want to talk to right now.”

“Hello, Kate.”

“What do you want, Scott? Or should I call you ‘Deadbeat’?”

So, she knew. At least she knew part of it and was being very Kate about it. I felt the vein in my forehead pulsing. I was glad, distantly, she wasn’t standing in front of me, because I might have done my next disappearing and reappearing act in jail. What kept me from snapping was what always did: my decision, long ago, not to become my father. “Is Amy with you?” I spaced out each word, asking the question slowly. Maintaining control. I was not my old man.

“No, Scott, she’s not. And maybe if you pulled your head out of your ass you wouldn’t have to ask me that because you’d know where she was.”

“Thanks, Kate. A real pleasure as always.”

“You know what, Scott?”

I hung up before I could find out what. She called me back, and I looked down at the vibrating, tweeting phone with a mixture of disbelief and a kind of vague, distant appreciation for her spirit. A very distant appreciation. Eventually the buzzing stopped and a notification flashed telling me I had a voicemail. I didn’t have the energy to listen to it, so I shoved the phone in my pocket.

It rang again the moment I took my hand away. I almost let it go to voicemail, knowing it was Kate. But I pulled it back out and looked at the screen. Amy. I nearly dropped the phone trying to answer. “Honey.”

A long, painful moment. Then, “Scott.” A single broken word. A mixture of exhaustion, anger, and a dozen other emotions.

“Amy, where are you?”

“At my mother’s.”

“You’re in Minnesota?”

“Yes.”

“Is Lyle with you?”

“He is.”

“Is he okay?”

“Yes. I think the reporters scared him. They scared me. They were terrible, Scott. Kept asking why you were doing this, and if I was in on the whole thing. It was like they were all out to get you, like revenge, and you’re this … charlatan they can catch and—and mock. Because you’re a fake.” There was a ragged edge to her voice.

“Can I come up there?” I asked.

“I don’t know, Scott,” she said. “It’s been a month. A month. It’ll be two next time. It’s confusing. For Lyle, I mean…”

“This isn’t something I can control.”

“I know.”

“If I could stop it, I would. You know that. If I could make it stop…”

“I know.”

“Damnit, Amy, I’d kill myself before I’d hurt you and Lyle.” I barely got the words out. Hot tears ran down my cheeks.

She made a strangled noise. It came through thin and tinny on the phone. “God, Scott, don’t say that.”

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I just—I’m losing you. I’m losing Lyle. And this thing, whatever it is, I can’t do anything about it. Now the fucking news—”

“Scott.”

“It’s all a mess, Amy. I’m coming apart. I’m losing it.”

“Scott. Scott, come up. Get out of Madison. Come see us.”

I nearly asked her to say it again, to be sure I’d heard her correctly. But then I had a sudden, overwhelming feeling that if I asked, she’d take it back. “I’ll be there in four hours.”

“Okay.”

“I love you.”

“I—I love you, too.”

I hung up and sat there with both hands pressed against the sides of my head, staring at the carpet. The headache was pounding now, back and forth between my temples, although it was different from the one that came with the transitions. This was pure stress. Pain pulsing in time with the collapse of my life. I took a long, slow breath, then stood up to find some aspirin and prepare for a long drive.






CHAPTER 8


They were waiting for me when the garage door opened. Cameras and microphones jostled. Men and women shouted questions at me, muffled by the Civic’s rolled-up windows. I recognized the letters: local news. Nothing national. They had wry expressions on their faces, the kind people wore when they thought they were in on the joke. It was like Amy had said: they were out to catch me, to expose me as having hoodwinked a bunch of scientists and physicians.

I backed out, gritting my teeth as the reporters banged on the glass with their hands and microphones, leaving marks. I kept my foot on the gas, enough to make sure the car kept moving, while they shouted questions.

“Mr. Treder, are you really claiming to be the first known time traveler?”

“Is this a hoax? What are you trying to gain by doing this?”

There were more, the words blending into a half-audible cacophony of sound. Then one more question emerged from the chaos. “Mr. Treder, what are you running from?”

I looked at the reporter who’d shouted it, a dour man in a cheap suit with a frayed collar. Instead of a microphone, he held a cheap audio recorder. We locked gazes. There was judgment there. Some harsh thing born of decades that had left him jaded. That had already decided what I was.

Then the man was pushed aside by an aggressive, severe-looking woman I recognized from one of the local broadcast morning news shows, and the crash of overlapping questions fell back on me. The moment broken, I continued to back the car out into the street. I faced forward as I started driving. They briefly resisted the car but then parted when it became clear I wasn’t going to stop. I pressed hard on the accelerator and watched them scurry toward their vans and TV trucks in my rearview mirror, waving instructions at one another.

I took a random route at first, heading into Middleton before getting onto the Beltline highway and doubling back through the city. I lost them after the first couple turns, but I was paranoid enough about leading them to Amy’s mother that I kept up the serpentine route all the way to the freeway. It wasn’t until I was headed toward Minneapolis that I began to breathe normally. Beads of sweat ran down my forehead. I wiped them away and focused on driving. I kept my speed just under eighty, slower than the fastest cars but still fast enough to let me feel like I was making progress.

It was the longest drive of my life.



It was afternoon when I reached Minnetonka. I kept hearing Amy’s voice. It’ll be two months next time. Lyle doing the math, telling us in his innocent, proud way how it would soon be forty-five years. The steering wheel was clammy under my palms. I hadn’t had a coherent thought in the last four hours.

When I saw Amy’s minivan in the driveway, my shoulders slumped. I hadn’t even realized how tense I had been. I parked next to the van and shut off the car. I leaned forward and put my head against the steering wheel. My shoulders and neck ached. I closed my eyes, feeling the faux leather against my forehead, listening to the engine tick as it cooled.

Amy’s mother opened the front door when I knocked.

“Hello, Beth,” I said.

She was an older, more imposing version of my wife. Her hair was gray, and she wore a pair of reading glasses, either perched on the end of her nose or, as they were now, settled on top of her head. She looked at me with veiny eyes. “Scott.” Then she surprised me by stepping forward and wrapping her arms around me. It was a motherly embrace, pulling me downward, comforting in its strength. “Amy and Lyle told me what’s happening,” she said into my ear. She patted my back, then held me at arm’s length. “I don’t know what to think, to be honest. But I do know one thing: you might be able to fool those old professors and maybe even my daughter with some elaborate trick. And if you were, I’d find you and cut your balls off with a rusty spoon.” She smiled. “But I know you couldn’t fool my grandson. Not our Lyle.”

“No trick, Beth. I don’t know what to think, and I don’t know how to stop it.” I let out a long breath as my voice edged toward cracking. “I’m totally in the dark.”

“Well. They say the wise man knows he’s a fool.”

I gave her a bleak smile. “I must be the wisest man of all.”

She stepped to one side and held the door open. “Come in. It’s too hot to be standing out on the porch all day.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I’d always liked Beth.

Amy and Lyle sat together in the small living room down the hall from the front door. They looked up as we came into the room.

“Dad,” Lyle said as he saw me. He ran forward, and I swung him up to my chest. “You came back.”

“Of course I did,” I said, his glasses digging into my skin. “Of course I did.”

“Thirty-two days,” he said.

“Yeah. Thirty-two days.”

His hair was long, and it felt like he’d grown a little. I looked over his head to Amy. Beth stood behind her, one hand resting on Amy’s shoulder. Amy sucked in a hard, shuddering breath. I set Lyle on the floor as my wife came forward.

“Scott,” she said, her voice soft. Her hair was longer, too. She wore it in a braid down her back, with a few strands loose around her face.

“Amy. I’m so sorry about the reporters…”

“It’s … not your fault. You weren’t even—you weren’t around.”

“It was one of the doctors Maggie brought in to try to help figure out what’s happening.”

“I know, she told me. It doesn’t matter.” Then she stepped forward and hugged me. It was tentative, light. I returned the hug, not daring to pull her too close too fast. I bent to kiss her, but she moved her head to the side, allowing me to brush my lips across her cheek. She stepped back, and as she did, she subtly pulled Lyle with her, separating the three of us.

The gap they left, two feet across the wooden floor of Beth’s living room, was a gulf as deep and wide as a canyon.

“It’s getting worse, Scott,” Amy said.

Beth cleared her throat. “Let’s sit, shall we?”

Amy jumped a little, as though she’d forgotten her mother was there. “All right.”

Beth led her to the couch. Beth caught my eyes and looked pointedly to the love seat across the coffee table from the couch. I sat, obedient.

Lyle watched. He broke away from Amy, came over, and sat next to me on the love seat. I put my arm around him, and he leaned into me, his small body radiating warmth. “Have you traveled backwards in time yet, Dad?”

“No, bud. Just forward.”

“That prevents a causality paradox.”

Beth and Amy stared at him.

“If you were going back in time,” he said, “you might do something to change the timeline. You know? Like, if you went back and shot your grandpa, then you’d never be able to exist, even though you do because you shot my great-grandpa. They call that the grandfather paradox.”

“They do, huh?”

“Yeah. Of course, there are ways around it, like parallel timelines and alternate worlds.”

Beth met my eyes and raised her eyebrows.

I nodded a little. “What else have you learned, bud?”

“Well.” He pressed his glasses up on his nose. “What you’re doing should require a ton of energy. Like, more than the Sun makes in a whole day. And maybe something called exotic matter, though I’m not sure what that means yet.” He paused. “Did they learn anything new? Professor Maggie, I mean.”

I smiled at the “Professor Maggie.” Then my smile faded. “They didn’t, bud. Maggie told me I’m normal. That’s all she said. We didn’t talk long. All the reporters were there.”

He nodded. Then he squirmed and leaned close. “They made Mom cry,” he whispered, his breath hot in my ear.

When he leaned back, I hugged him with one arm. “I know, bud. I know. And I’m sorry about that.”

“How did they find out, Scott?” Beth asked.

“Maggie brought in some UW doctors to help set up the equipment. When I disappeared, one of them saw his chance at glory and went to the press.”

“There’s footage,” Amy said. “On the news. It’s from a slow-motion camera, or something.”

I took a moment to let this new information sink in. “Dr. Brantford must have—Oh. Adam. Maggie’s grad student. He was helping Dr. Brantford and Dr. Nguyen. He must have given them the footage from the first time I came to the lab, and they gave it to the press.” I rubbed my temples. “That’s why the reporters were so aggressive. It wasn’t just Dr. Brantford holding a press conference. They had a video. They must have figured it was fake, like, AI generated, but they also had two respected university doctors telling them it was real…”

“It shows you hooked up to a bunch of electrodes. Then you disappear.”

“They’re showing you reappear, now,” Beth said. She waved one hand at the ancient CRT TV sitting on a rolling stand in the corner of the room. We’d begged her to replace it, even offered to buy her a big new flat panel, but she was determined to use it until it died. “One second the chair is empty, then the next you’re there. It’s uneventful. It looks fake, like it must be a fake. I bet Lyle could make the same thing on my phone. It’s on YouTube and everything, but it doesn’t have that many views, and people are treating it like a joke, a hoax, marveling that anyone could think it was real. On, um … I don’t know, one of the big websites or channels or whatever, there’s someone who laid out exactly why it’s fake. All the tells in the video and everything. Debunkers, or something.”

“We’ve all seen too many movies. We know anything can be done with CGI or AI.”

“But this is real,” Beth said.

“Yes.”

“And it’s getting longer. The time between your disappearance and reappearance.”

“Yes.”

“The next one will be sixty-four days,” Lyle said.

We all looked at him, then at each other.

“This is bizarre, Scott,” Beth said.

“I know.”

“So, what are you going to do about it?”

There it was. The question I’d been dreading. I looked across the room at Beth, then Amy. She regarded me with flat, almost dead eyes.

There was no point in raising false hopes. “I don’t know.”

Beth and Amy sighed. The energy in the room dropped.

“Well,” Beth said. She patted her daughter’s knee. “We’ll figure something out. And maybe it will stop by itself, just like it started.”

We sat there. I had nothing to say.

“I’ll put some sandwiches together,” Beth said. “Come on, Lyle. Help Grandma make some lunch.”

Lyle climbed off the love seat and followed Beth out of the room. Beth, at the threshold, turned to look back at me before she exited. I couldn’t tell what the expression on her face meant.

Amy and I sat, barely able to look at each other. I stood, went over, and sat next to her on the couch. I waited, and after a few minutes she let out a breath and set her hand on my knee. I put my hand on hers, she rotated her wrist, and we intertwined our fingers.

“You know,” she said. “This is too much like Dad. It’s—I know it’s not the same, not really. But if feels the same. That’s—that makes it worse. I know Mom sees it. It’s got to be hard for her.”

“Yeah.” I didn’t think it was Beth who was bothered.

“You know what he did. What it was like for us.”

I squeezed her hand.

“He’d be gone for days with no word, then show up with some flowers or chocolates and a sorry-ass look on his face. He’d spend an hour apologizing. Then she’d let him stay, like he’d never left, and he’d promise Kate and me he was back forever.”

I thought of the promises I’d made Lyle. That I would always come back. I’d meant every word, but there was a brittle line between intention and reality when it came to promises. Amy’s father had probably meant every word, too. Now here I was, making more promises I couldn’t be sure I’d keep. “But he wasn’t back forever.”

“Never. Things would be good for a while and we’d think ‘this is it, finally, we can be a family.’ Then he’d get drunk, or lose money gambling, and they’d fight. He never hit her. He was always this bumbling goon, but when he’d disa—when he’d leave…”

“Your father was a prick.” I said it without thinking.

She stiffened, then surprised me by nodding. “Yeah. He was a prick. A major one. He couldn’t face life. Couldn’t figure it out. That last time he left? I knew that was it. I watched him slam the car door and squeal the tires as he drove off, and I told Kate, ‘That was the last time.’ She told me I was too little, that I didn’t get it. But I was right. Five years later we got a call from Las Vegas, from the police. They said he’d been found beaten to death in an alley, by loan sharks or something. I remember Mom sitting Kate and me down to tell us. ‘Something’s happened to Dad,’ she said. And she was crying, even after all those years raising us alone, all he’d put her through. ‘He’s never coming home.’”

I waited.

She sniffed and wiped her nose. “Fucker,” she whispered. “I hated him. For years I hated him. I know Kate still does. But now, I look back and think of him, about this—this cartoonish joke of a man, this lie of a man, and I feel empty. Like he’s not even there. A hole in my heart where my real father should have been.”

I couldn’t think of anything to say. I squeezed her hand again.

“I don’t want you to be that for Lyle.” She looked at me with wet eyes. “I married you because I knew you wouldn’t be that, couldn’t be that. I married you because you were everything my father wasn’t. Most girls marry guys exactly like their dads. I married the one guy I thought would never, ever be like mine. I … goddamnit…”

I pulled her toward me, and we sat there awkwardly on the couch, half turned into one another, Amy’s face buried against my shoulder as she cried. We stayed that way until Beth called us in for lunch.



The next jump took me sixty-four days forward. We had decided to stay in Minnetonka. Amy put the Madison duplex up for sale and moved in with Beth. It made financial sense, and it was better than going back to face reporters and coworkers who had seen the news. And Amy needed Beth’s support. Amy found a job substituting at the nearby elementary school, and they enrolled Lyle in the same school.

I reappeared in Beth’s living room, on the couch, on a Monday morning in late August. Beth, Amy, and Lyle waited, watching the exact spot where I reappeared. I noticed the sunlight first. The second thing I noticed was Lyle’s clothes. They were new. At least to me. They looked like he’d already worn them a few times.

“Well, then,” Beth said, staring at me. She stopped, lost for words.

“Next time it’ll be one hundred and twenty-eight days,” Lyle said.

Amy turned and walked out of the room.



The next jump was over a third of a year. The headache followed me.

This time when I reappeared in the living room, only Beth and Lyle waited for me. They both looked older: an extra crow’s foot around Beth’s eyes, a quarter inch and a few pounds added onto Lyle. He brushed back long hair, straightened his glasses, and walked over.

“Hey, bud,” I said. He stopped before me. It was snowing outside, the sky gray and dark, and the house had the toasty, slightly closed-in feeling of having been warmed by a heater for a couple months. It was a striking change from the air-conditioned cool of moments earlier.

“You missed Christmas.”

My chest ached. It hurt even to breathe as I looked at him. Christmas. I’d missed Christmas. I hadn’t moved from the couch, but I had missed so much.

I exhaled in a shuddering rush. “How—how are you doing, bud?”

“I’m going to figure out how to save you, Dad,” he said. He looked at me, unblinking, almost challenging me to tell him no.

I slid from the couch to kneel on the wooden floor. I hugged him tight. “If anyone can, bud, it’s you.” I looked over his shoulder at Beth, and mouthed, “Amy?”

Her lips compressed in a tight line. She shook her head.



Another day, and it was two hundred and fifty-six days later. I reappeared in my spot on the couch in my mother-in-law’s house. Through the living room window, the sun shone on an early morning in September.

Only Lyle waited for me.

“Dad,” he said. He was a little older, a little taller, and he’d brushed his hair a different way, but he was still recognizably my son. Subdued, thoughtful, and quiet.

I had jumped over a year of his life in aggregate, with only a few days here and there where I’d popped back in. I should have been there with him. Running around with him at playgrounds. Showing him my favorite old movies, the things I’d loved as a kid his age. Reading books in the den with him curled up in the chair next to mine. Nine days ago, we’d been doing exactly that. Not even two weeks. Nine days for me, well over an entire year for him.

I hugged him as tears rolled down my cheeks. “Hey, bud,” I whispered, my voice shaking. “How are you holding up?”

“It’s been a long time, Dad,” he said, but he returned my hug with fierce strength, as though he could physically prevent me from leaving again.

“How’s your mom?”

He said nothing for a long moment. “I haven’t figured out how to stop it yet, Dad.”

I broke out of his hug and held him at arm’s length. I gazed at him, looking through the thick lenses that made his large, expressive eyes appear tiny and distant. “Lyle. Listen to me now. I want you to enjoy your life. Don’t spend all your time thinking about me, about saving me. You need to live. You have to live your life. Can you do that? For me?” I barely managed to get all the words out, keeping my voice as steady as I could. Just days earlier, for me, I’d told him he could figure it out. I regretted saying it, regretted putting even that little bit of my hope on his shoulders like that. He had to live his own life. He had to.

Lyle gazed at me and nodded once. “Okay, Dad. But I’m still going to save you.”

I blinked away the tears and pulled him back into a hug. “I love you, Lyle. I always will.”

“I love you too, Dad.”



The next time the world slipped and reappeared, Amy waited for me in the living room, alone. Added together, it’d been nearly three years, for everyone else, since that first day when I fell tumbling onto the road on my way to work. For me it’d been ten days. From the light outside, or lack thereof, I could see it was deep winter again. I took a shaky breath as I looked at my wife.

She stood with her arms tight around her chest, her jaw muscles working under her skin. She’d lost weight and there were dark bags under her eyes. When she saw me, she shut her eyes for a moment. She trembled.

“Amy,” I stood, pushing myself off the couch.

Her eyes snapped open. “Scott,” she said, and the next words came out in a rush. “I’m divorcing you.”






CHAPTER 9


She’d lined the papers up in a neat row on the kitchen table. I followed her there from the living room in a daze.

“Sign these, and it’ll be over,” she said. She moved to the opposite side of the table. She crossed her arms and stared at me without smiling, her jaw set. Her hair was longer than I remembered. She wore neatly pressed slacks and a button-down shirt. The outfit felt formal and far removed from when she had worn my shirt a few days earlier.

So much was new and different. Three years. Three years for her. Days for me. Days where I’d existed to them in twenty-four-hour segments.

What had we done in the three years before all this had begun? All the little things that made up day-to-day life. Lyle when he was four, already reading books too advanced for his age. Amy cooking dinner with Lyle, their ritual of making meat loaf at least once every two weeks. My meager cooking contributions—Sunday night spaghetti, a meat sauce and store-bought garlic bread. Lyle in preschool. His first day of kindergarten. The first parent-teacher conference, where his teacher told us Lyle was already beyond the curriculum of that year, and she wasn’t sure what to do with him.

Now Lyle was ten. How many parent-teacher conferences had I missed? Did Amy cook spaghetti on Sunday nights, now, in an echo of our life when I’d still been there?

These were small things, but they were everything. The day-to-day vicissitudes of existence that built a life.

I tried to bring my muddled thoughts into focus. “Over for who, Amy?”

“Just sign the papers, Scott.” I could see the years on her. Not so much in the lines of her face, although there were a few more crow’s feet at the corners of her eyes, more worry lines on her forehead. It was in how she held herself, in the rigid lines of her shoulders, in the set of her jaw.

“Where’s Lyle?”

She shook her head.

“I have a right to see my son.”

“You don’t have anything, Scott.” Her voice was hard and cutting, but I could hear a tremble at the edges. “You’re an empty chair, now. An empty place next to me in the bed. I can’t do this anymore.”

“I never asked for this, Amy.” My voice went up and my hands shook at my sides as the reality of what she was saying penetrated. What she was doing. I felt chilled and hot at the same time. My heart sped up. I had to work to control my breathing.

“You didn’t,” Amy said. “But it’s still happening. To you. And through you, to me and to Lyle. I can’t take it anymore. I can’t pine away like some princess in a fairy tale, waiting for you to come back to me once every few years. I will not put Lyle through it, not anymore. It’s not fair to him, not at all. We have to move on with our lives. And that means without you.”

“Amy, Jesus Christ. Think about this. Think about what you’re doing.”

“You think I’m not? You think I haven’t? I’ve had years to think about this. You haven’t lived any of the last three years with us, Scott. You haven’t been here, through any of it. Birthdays and Christmases and Thanksgiving dinners. School and—and life, Scott. You’re not there. It’s not stopping and you’re not going to be there, not ever.” She took a breath, and for the first time looked away from me. Tears ran down her cheeks. “Sometimes, Scott—sometimes I wish you’d died. It would’ve been easier.”

The world retracted. I felt a horrible tightness across my chest and throat. I sagged against the doorframe. “You mean that.”

She looked at the ceiling, her eyes glistening. “Just … just sign the goddamn papers, Scott. Please. It’ll make it easier. I can get the divorce anyway. Schedule the court date and you won’t show up. I can say you disappeared, left me and Lyle, and that’s all you’ll ever be, just another—another deadbeat dad. This way at least you put your name on things. You help us move on. You at least get that much.”

I almost screamed at her. I pressed my hands against my thighs, trying to stop them from shaking. I was not my father. Christ, I was not my father. “Where … is … Lyle?”

“Far away and safe. We moved, Scott. Close to a year ago. We couldn’t take it here anymore, not after everything—”

“You couldn’t take it.” Something brittle inside me broke, and I snapped out the words. “You couldn’t. Don’t include him. Don’t pretend you asked for Lyle’s opinion or would’ve listened to him if you had.”

She rocked, taking a step back.

I felt a stab of satisfaction, then regretted it.

“Fuck you, Scott,” she whispered. “You have no idea how this has been for me. For us. Months alone just to see you for a day. Years alone. Holding Lyle each time you leave as he cries his eyes out for hours. Breaking my heart over and over. You have no idea. I did what I had to do. I’m protecting Lyle, even if you can’t see it. Even if he can’t see it yet. Or doesn’t want to see it. This doesn’t work—it cannot work. And if you opened your eyes, you would realize it.” She took a steadying breath. “And you would let us go. You have to let us go.”

I could only stare at her. I was shivering. The muscles in my arms vibrated. It felt surreal, impossible, standing there in my mother-in-law’s kitchen, having this conversation, this way.

She straightened, her jaw tightening. “Now, are you going to sign the papers or not?”

“No.” I said it in a soft voice, just enough to carry to her.

She stared back at me without blinking, then broke eye contact. “Fine.” She stalked forward and gathered the papers together with quick, jerking movements of her hands.

“Where’s Lyle?”

With her eyes on the papers, she shook her head again.

I moved away from the door. I am not a huge man, but I am not small, either, and as I moved toward the kitchen table, I was aware of the shift between us, a change in the balance. I felt the boiling anger returning. That old, familiar, unwanted family legacy. It rose from deep in my chest, and I loomed over her. “Where is my son?” My voice was shaking now.

Amy gathered the last of the papers in her arms and straightened. She looked at me with blazing eyes. “Stay away from us, Scott. You’re as good as dead.”

With that, she brushed by me. It felt like she was challenging me, daring me to reach out and grab her. I saw myself in that moment. I saw my father doing it. It’s what he’d have done. He’d have grabbed her, shaken her. Shouted. Been equally as impotent even as he was consumed by his fury. I slumped back. I listened to her footsteps retreat down the hallway, toward the front door. I thought about running after her, imagined flinging open the front door and chasing her car down the street. Running, screaming her name. Something out of the rom-coms we’d watched together before Lyle had been born, curled up together on our couch in the first apartment we’d shared after college.

Instead, I stood there, rooted in place, barely able to breathe, and listened to the car roar away.

With a shaking hand, I pulled one of the chairs from the kitchen table. Then I sat, in my mother-in-law’s house in Minnetonka, and I cried.



Beth found me a short time later. She came in the back way, through the pantry behind the kitchen, as though she’d been waiting in the cold and snow outside. She stomped and coughed in the pantry, letting anyone left in the house know she was there. When she walked into the kitchen, I’d wiped the tears off my cheeks and stood. She stopped in the doorway. “Scott.”

“Beth.”

“So.” She raised her chin. “Did you sign the papers?”

“No.”

“Good for you.”

I frowned.

“You didn’t mean to start hopping through time, did you?”

“No. No, I didn’t.”

“My daughter’s having a hard time of it. She still loves you, you know. That’s why it’s been so hard for her. Really. It isn’t her dad, her memory of that old fool and what he did.” I had to smile a little at her brisk, no-nonsense tone. “She loves you. She wants you back, and right now it doesn’t much look like you’re coming back. This is how she’s coping. I can’t say I blame her, but I can’t blame you, either.”

I pressed my lips together. Beth was older, now, with more gray hair and more wrinkles across her face, but she’d lost none of her bearing, her presence.

“She left?” Beth asked.

“Yes. Beth?”

“Yes?”

“Where’s Lyle? Where’d she take my son?”

She froze, and a dozen thoughts and emotions flickered across her face—a twitch at the edges of her eyes, a tightening of her lips. “I don’t know if I can go that far, Scott. I may not agree fully with what Amy’s doing, but I can’t turn around and betray her trust.”

“He’s my son, Beth. My son.” I let out a shuddering breath. “And … And he’s all I have left. In the entire world, he’s it. He’s everything.”

She closed her eyes.

“This is it for me, Beth. He’s it. And if I can’t stop this, this fu—” I gritted my teeth. “If I can’t stop this, then I may only get to see him a few more times in his entire life. You must have done the math, Beth, or else Amy or Lyle told you. If this keeps up—”

“I know, Scott. So help me, I know.”

“Where is he?” I held my breath and waited. Seconds ticked by. Outside, cars passed, the slop of tires pushing through wet snow.

“Portland,” she said, sighing the word out. “They moved to Portland. About ten months ago. This is the first time I’ve seen her since the move.”

“Oregon or Maine?”

“Oregon.”

“Do you have an address?”

Another sigh. “Yes.”

“Thank you, Beth.” I stood there, logistics rolling through my mind. “I’ll—I’ll have to fly.”

Beth gestured with one hand toward the hallway, in the direction of one of the bedrooms. “You can check on the Internet in there. But Scott … I think Amy canceled all your credit cards.”



She was right. None of my credit cards worked, and my phone no longer had service. A flight out today, from Minneapolis to Portland, was far too expensive for me to ask Beth to cover it, especially when we both knew how tight her finances were and how unlikely it was that I’d be able to pay her back.

Amy had sold my car. Beth sprung that little tidbit on me when I muttered that I might have to drive the whole way. My anger threatened to boil over again, but I fought it down. I rummaged through my wallet. I had one hundred and ninety-four dollars in cash. Less than two hundred dollars to my name. It was more than I expected, until I remembered I’d sold one of my Blu-ray players to a guy at work a few months earlier—months for me, years gone now for everyone else—and I’d never gotten around to depositing the cash in the bank. I’d earmarked that money for more books for Lyle. More than I’d thought, but it wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough. The cheapest Greyhound bus ticket from Minneapolis to Oregon was over two hundred dollars with three stops. Thirty-six hours total on the road. I’d jump again before I could get to Portland, almost three years.

Lyle would be thirteen years old before I could see him again.

Beth gave me two hundred dollars from her minuscule rainy-day fund, despite my half-hearted protests. She drove me through the snow to the bus stop with a scant five minutes to spare before it departed.

We hugged under the awning next to the bus station; our breath puffed wisps in the cold February air.

“Thank you,” I said when we parted.

“You’re welcome.” She hesitated a moment, then patted my shoulder, now covered in the overcoat she’d insisted on giving to me. I hadn’t asked about the previous owner, but I suspected it was Amy’s father’s coat, now decades old and stored in a closet all those years. “You’re a good father, Scott. A good dad to Lyle. That’s why I’m doing this. For him, for my grandson.”

“Thank you, Beth.”

“Good luck, Scott. Wherever this takes you.”

With that she turned and started back toward her car. By the time I boarded and found my seat, she was gone.






CHAPTER 10


I made one transfer in North Dakota. The second leg got me to Billings. When the bus pulled into the station, it was near midnight. There was no way I could reach Portland before the next morning, and I didn’t want the next jump to happen while I was doing seventy down the freeway.

I shuffled off the bus with the rest of the murmuring zombie passengers and stepped into the frigid winter night of Montana. Fluorescent lights flickered inside the bus station, giving everything inside a surreal, overlit feeling. The temperature changes, from hot bus to below zero and back into the hot station, made me queasy. I hadn’t eaten much, either, which didn’t help. I had my phone, which was a brick in my pocket now since Amy had long since stopped paying for my service. I had Amy’s father’s overcoat, blue jeans, a T-shirt, and the cash. All my earthly possessions.

I went to a graffiti-scarred information kiosk near the station’s front door. The station was surrounded by a cluster of low-end motels. I used a worn map on the wall next to the kiosk to find the nearest and what I guessed was the cheapest. I looked around at my fellow passengers, none of whom had been on the bus with me in Minneapolis. They huddled together, many with small children who were tired and cranky, if not already asleep. No one looked back at me. I was struck, again, by the dizzying change in my life circumstances.

I pulled the collar up on my borrowed overcoat and pushed through the glass doors of the station. The cold slapped me in the face and sucked the breath out of my lungs.

Yesterday it’d been a warm September.

I shoved my hands in the coat pockets and trudged out of the Greyhound lot, past idling buses and snow-covered cars, toward the motel I’d spotted on the map. It was less than two blocks, but in the cold and darkness it felt like miles. There was enough traffic on the road that I had to keep to the side, walking on the edge of the plowed snowbank. My sneakers got soaked, then they froze. I lost the feeling in my toes in minutes.

By the time I reached the motel, my whole body was shaking. I jerked open the door, stepped inside, and shut it. I stood there, basking in the warmth.

“You ain’t got money you gotta leave, buddy,” a male voice called.

I opened my eyes to a heavily tattooed, black-clad teenager staring at me from behind a small counter. He had so much eye shadow it looked like someone had punched him in the nose and given him two black eyes.

“How much?” I asked, my teeth still chattering.

“Eighty-six after tax gets you a bed for a night. Shared bathroom, no TV. Any damage you do costs extra.”

I winced at the price. “Is that the cheapest room you have?”

“Yeah, man. Cheapest we got. You got the money? Because if not, you need to get the fuck on outta here, you hear me?” He might’ve been trying to sound tough. It wasn’t working.

I pulled out the meager remains of my cash. I gave him four twenties, a five, and a one and tried not to think about how little I had left. As he took them, I noticed his fingernails were all black, except his pinky, which was red and had an extremely long nail, much longer than the others. I shut my eyes and took a breath as he grabbed a key from the wall behind him.

“Number four,” he said. I took the key, an actual metal key, large and heavy and scarred from decades of use. “You can smoke, but don’t make too much noise, and if you break anything, you buy it, you hear?”

“Yeah, I got it.”

He watched me without blinking as I rounded the counter and took the door to the hallway. I was physically relieved when I was no longer in his sight.

My room was tiny and barren and exactly what I expected. The bed was hard, the sheets stained with all manner of things I didn’t want to think about, and the blanket was thin and scratchy. But it was a room, with a lock and a dead bolt, and it was warm. Warmish.

I sat on the bed for a few minutes until I stopped shivering. Then I went to the bathroom down the hall. There was a single toilet, sink, and shower, apparently serving all eight rooms in the hall. On the way to the bathroom, I heard the distinctive sounds of sex from two different rooms. Grunts audible through paper-thin doors.

In the bathroom someone had scrawled “Hello gorgeous” backward on the wall, so it was readable in the mirror. Except they’d spelled “gorgeous” wrong, so some wit had written—also reversed—“Goodbye spelling.” It made me smile a little, despite the smell of the toilet and the myriad other bits of profane graffiti scratched into the walls. After I cleaned up—at least enough I didn’t feel quite so grimy from the long bus ride—I headed back to my room. When I was almost there, I stopped. A glint of metal caught my eye. A pay phone, alone on the far wall. An actual pay phone, in the flesh, like it was still 1990.

I walked to it without thinking. The faded receiver, with an oblong patina shaped by ten thousand previous palms, was in my hand before I realized it. Miracle: it had a dial tone. I dialed collect. I went through the electronic menus, said my name at the prompt, and punched in my parents’ number. I still remembered it, despite myself. Despite the years. It helped that they’d had the same number since before the age of smartphones.

It rang four times before my mother picked up, groggy and disoriented. It took her a couple seconds before she understood she was talking to a machine and being asked to accept the charges for a long-distance phone call. It was several more seconds before she realized the phone call she was being asked to accept was coming from her son. “Yes, okay, okay.”

“Thank you for using 1-800-COLLECT,” the robotic female voice said. “You may begin your conversation now.”

A half-second pause. “Scott?”

I shut my eyes and leaned my forehead up against the rough, fading flower wallpaper next to the phone. Encapsulated in one word was almost forty years of history and emotion. I’d known what I was in for when I made the call, but the cascading flood of memories still almost overwhelmed me. “Mom.”

“Scott. Scott, oh my goodness.” Her voice ramped up in pitch. “Where have you been? It’s been years. Amy called here, a few weeks ago, said you two were getting a divorce. I tried to call you, sent emails, but it’s like you fell into a hole and the earth swallowed you up. We thought about calling the police, but Amy said not to.”

I could imagine it. My mother and father were far from online. I was certain they’d never seen any of the YouTube videos Beth had described, the ones that had been quickly debunked and decried as fake. I could imagine why Amy hadn’t even tried to explain the truth.

“It’s—it’s hard to explain, Mom.”

“Are you in some kind of trouble?”

“No. Yeah. Kind of.”

“What is it?”

And despite all our history, all the small and large ways we’d damaged one another over the years, I still wanted to tell her everything, to give myself over to her care and have her make everything right. She couldn’t, of course. She’d never been able to. “Mom, I wanted to call and say I’m sorry. For the way things have been between us, between you and me and Dad.”

“Scott—”

“I’m going to go away for a while, Mom. You—I probably won’t ever see you again.”

“What? Scott, this doesn’t make sense. What’s going on?”

“I gotta find Lyle, Mom. I gotta find my son before it’s too late. That’s all that matters. I chose him over you and Dad. I chose him without even a second thought. I hope you understand.”

“Scott, you’re scaring me. Let me get your father, and we’ll talk this through, okay? Just wait.”

“I’m sorry, Mom. That’s one thing I can’t do.” I stopped, took a shuddering breath. “Goodbye.”

And before she could say anything, I hung up the phone.



I was exhausted, physically and mentally. I thought about powering on my phone, opening the contacts, and using the old pay phone to try Severine’s number, or Sophie’s. A collect call to my old friends, just to hear a friendly voice. It was even possible Lyle had a phone now. That was the kind of thing I could imagine Amy doing, especially as a single mother, making sure he could reach her anytime. I should have asked Beth, but I hadn’t thought of it.

And now it was too late.

I left my phone off. Beth hadn’t had a charger that fit what was now an old model, and I was perilously low on battery—not that I could do much with it, anyway, since I didn’t have service anymore. A stress headache pulsed between my temples, distinct from the one that heralded my jumps forward through time. It was a bad one. Even the dim light from the single lamp next to the bed hurt my eyes. I felt weariness in every part of my body. All I wanted to do when I climbed into bed—fully clothed—was sleep. Just empty sleep. Disappear and fall away into nothing.

Instead, I tossed and turned for hours in the darkness, listening to the barely muted sounds of grunts and moans and curses coming through the thin walls. I thought about the day I proposed to Amy, surprising her—even though she’d helped pick out the ring—by pausing When Harry Met Sally right after Billy Crystal finally tells Meg Ryan he loves her on New Year’s Eve. Amy had mentioned years earlier that it was her favorite scene in a romantic comedy and that it never failed to make her tear up. I remembered her saying that on one of our first dates, and when we watched the movie again, I bent the knee right there in our little apartment in front of our tiny TV with Billy and Meg behind me.

Amy said yes.

I kicked at the sheets. Plumped the uncomfortable pillow for the hundredth time. I thought of my parents. My father and his heavy sighs and scowls at the dinner table. I thought about my grandmother, the way she could lay a pearl of wisdom on me that would stick with me for years, but it never felt like lecturing. I thought about Severine and Sophie, riding around humid summer nights after we’d finished shifts at our crappy summer jobs, laughing and talking in circles about nothing. I crumpled the scratchy blankets and shifted on the uncomfortable mattress. I thought about my job, about my busy, empty professional life before all this started. It was all now oddly hazy and distant, even though only a bit over a week had gone by, for me. All the little things that had seemed so important—the daily grind, the endless bugs and lines of code, the demands from clients, the opinions of my coworkers, the pressures on my time, the struggle to make money and succeed—now seemed incredibly unimportant.

But mostly, I thought about Lyle and the choices I’d made with him. The times I’d been distracted with work or something inane on the Internet, instead of giving him the attention he wanted and needed. The times I snapped at him for being a kid. Those moments flooded over me, ones I thought long forgotten, rising to the surface as I thrashed back and forth, wishing I’d done things differently.

After I finally fell asleep, I was assaulted by nightmares and woke several times. The room was freezing cold above the scratchy covers. It took me until the early morning to fall into a semblance of real, deep sleep.

And the shitty motel alarm clock next to the bed, which I’d painstakingly set when I crawled into bed, didn’t go off.

The world slipped and I came fully awake to startled cries as my weight landed in the center of the bed. I sat up, my heart pounding, as a skinny naked guy and an even skinnier naked girl tumbled off the mattress, shrieking.

“What the fuck?” the guy shouted as he thumped to the floor. “Who the fuck are you?”

The girl screamed and snatched at the blanket, trying to cover herself as she scuttled backward across the floor. She hit the side table, sending a lamp crashing to the floor.

I rolled and fell out of the bed next to the still-naked, still-shrieking girl, my feet still tangled in the sheets. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”

“Get the fuck outta here, man.” Naked guy had pulled himself up using the edge of the bed and pushed his hands out at me, his eyes wide and white. “What are you, some kind of pervert?”

“I’m sorry, okay, look—” I kicked off the last of the blanket and stumbled to the door. I fumbled with the lock and yanked it open. I slammed it closed behind me and took off down the hallway. One of the doors ahead of me edged open and a face peeked out. The door shut as I ran by. There was no one at the front desk, thankfully, and I pushed through the front door without slowing.

I emerged into a beautiful, chilly early-winter morning. Cold, but not the February cold from yesterday. Predawn sunlight speared above low mountains in the distance, and the Montana landscape before me was cast in a soft orange hue. Evergreens rustled in a cool breeze. I stopped and held my hand against the light. I put my other hand out to the wall of the motel to steady myself. I’d jumped forward while I’d been asleep. If it followed the trend, it had been close to three years.

Three years. Three more years. Almost six years all together since this all started. I couldn’t grasp it, couldn’t wrap my head around it.

I rubbed my eyes and heard shouting inside the motel. I took a breath and pushed away from the wall. Everything was different from the deep winter night before, but I spotted the Greyhound bus station sign through the morning glare. I pointed myself in that direction, hoping to get away from town before the people inside thought of calling the police.

I didn’t know what day it was, either the date or the day of the week, but there were plenty of cars on the road and the bus station was open when I reached it. I was disheveled, unshaven, unwashed, and my clothing was heavily wrinkled; it spoke to the nature of American bus stations that no one gave me a second look. Even the bored, world-weary attendant at the front desk didn’t hesitate when I presented my three-year-old unused ticket, just accepted it and gave me a stub for the bus. I found a spot on one of the plastic chairs, waiting among the other exhausted travelers. I did my best to ignore the rumbling in my stomach. At least there was a public water fountain. It was rust-stained, but the water that came bubbling out tasted fine after I let it run for a few seconds.

The bus departed a little after nine. It was a twelve-hour trip. I sat next to an older woman who tried to engage me in conversation. She was anxious to talk to someone, to tell her story about traveling across the country to see her daughter and her daughter’s new fiancé, whom she’d never met. She was going to surprise them, and seemed to want validation from me, a total stranger, that she was doing the right thing. I demurred and murmured half-hearted words and grunts. Eventually she fell silent when she realized I wasn’t going to ease her anxiety. I was far too wrapped up in my own.

I stared out the window and tried not to think about how the cars on the freeway looked different. How the styles had changed before my eyes.

I tried not to imagine what Lyle looked like now.

I tried not to wonder how I was going to find them if they’d moved in the last three years.

I tried not to think about Amy making love to another man, her lips pressed to another man’s mouth, her legs twined around another man’s legs.

I tried, but my thoughts kept going back, like a tongue unable to resist prodding a new sore.

I overheard the couple in the seat behind me chatting about someone seemingly famous I’d never heard of. It took me several minutes to realize they were talking about the president of the United States. The couple went on about their disgust with some recent policy the president enacted. They talked about wars, plural, happening in the Middle East, civil unrest in China, and how a hundred million people were starving worldwide. There was also a new superbug resistant to even the newest and most powerful antibiotics. It all sounded terribly important and frightening, but they spoke with an odd detachment, almost as if they’d seen the events in a movie the night before instead of hearing it on the morning news.

I couldn’t muster the energy to care about any of it.

I huddled in the seat as the world went by outside, half listening to the murmurs around me, my thoughts traveling in endless circles.






CHAPTER 11


The bus pulled into the Portland station a little after nine in the evening. The passengers filed off, heads lowered, not speaking. I stood outside and felt lost. I still had the address Beth had given me, two days—three years—ago. There was no guarantee Amy and Lyle still lived there. It was the only lead I had, and the only thing left to me. Like I’d told Beth, there was nothing else. My existence had gone from boring, secure normalcy to madness in a few subjective days.

I pulled out my wallet and counted my money. There wasn’t much left, but I hoped it was enough. I asked a woman if I could borrow her phone and stood there with her watching me closely as I looked up the cheapest rideshare or taxi service I could find that would also still take cash—most would not. I had a small bit of luck, finally: the house was close to the Greyhound station. The website for a taxicab service that accepted cash gave me an estimate. I would have just enough for the ride. Hopefully. I booked the cab and gave the woman her phone back. I received a tired smile in return.

The car showed up twenty minutes later. I read the address to the driver from the note on Beth’s kitchen stationery that read “God is Love.” I watched the world go by in the stained back seat until the driver pulled to a stop. After I stepped out and paid, I still had three crinkled dollars left to stuff back into my wallet.

Three dollars. My life savings. Not much for retirement.

The taxi peeled away, leaving me on the sidewalk in a suburban neighborhood that could have been plucked from any major city in the US. The house before me was a tiny brick affair, with a tidy lawn and a small garden gone brown in the winter weather. In the orange glow from the nearby streetlights and the white from the LED light blazing above the reddish front door, the house resembled something out of a fairy tale. Almost.

The lights inside were on. The blinds were drawn. The mailbox had a number. No name.

I swallowed and ignored the distant rumble of my stomach. I straightened my back, tried not to worry about how I must smell, and walked along the narrow path to the front door. Up the steps and onto a small deck that was little more than concrete covered with faded Astroturf.

I saw my hand rising up and knocking, as if from a great distance—as though I was someone else watching. There was a pause. It lengthened. I pressed the doorbell. The curtains in the eye-height window in the door swished. I glimpsed a face. The lock rattled, and the door swung open.

An adolescent boy stood before me. He was tall and thin, with the long-limbed awkwardness of youth. His hair was brown and cut short, but still messy, as if combing his hair was the last thing in the world he’d bother doing. He stared at me, from almost my height, through a pair of thick glasses.

“Lyle?” It was a croak.

His lips parted. Then he stepped forward and threw his arms around me, almost knocking me back down the steps. “I knew you’d come back,” he said into my chest. “I knew it.”

I clutched at my son’s strong, thin shoulders. Tears flowed down my cheeks. “Of course I did, bud. I promised I would. I’m just sorry it took this long.”

We stood holding each other, me smoothing down his mussed hair and whispering comforting, meaningless things, while he hugged me tight. He stepped back and adjusted his glasses. Then he grew up in front of me. “We can’t let Mom see you.” He looked down at his wrist. A complicated smartwatch wrapped around his thin arm. “She’ll be back from her class in an hour or so.”

“Class?” It wasn’t relevant but I couldn’t help myself.

“She’s working on her master’s. Night school.” He gestured inside. “Come on. Dad.” The last word came out an afterthought, rolling unnaturally off his tongue. It hung between us.

“Thank you, Lyle.”

He shut the door behind me and led me through the cozy house. It felt warm and inviting, the walls lined with clever sayings printed on fancy paper and framed. It smelled like Amy, the same mixture of her favorite coffees and foods and cleaning agents. It smelled like home. It was dizzying. Disorienting.

“I’m going to hide you in the basement,” Lyle said. “I’ve been prepping it.”

“Prepping?”

“For you. For when you got here.”

The words sent a shock through me. He’d been waiting for me. He’d been waiting for me, holding on to my promise I’d return.

Tears blurred my vision. “I’m so sorry, Lyle.”

He tilted his head.

“I’m so sorry this happened,” I said, the words coming out straggled. “This wasn’t … this was never what I…” I trailed off, not sure what I was saying.

But Lyle seemed to understand. He nodded, solemn, an eerie, older version of the little boy I knew. “I know, Dad. That’s why I’ve believed in you.” He held out his hand. “Come on. Let me show you.”

I took his hand. We entered and crossed the kitchen to a blank white door. Lyle opened it and flicked a switch. An exposed LED bulb came to life, revealing a set of wooden stairs leading to an unfinished basement. Tufts of red insulation pressed from beneath a silvery covering on either side of the stairway, bulging through gaps in the studs.

“Come on,” Lyle said. He took two steps down and turned back. “Close the door so Mom doesn’t suspect anything.” His eyes were invisible, the reflection of the light filling the lenses of his glasses. “I always have the door closed.”

“Okay.” I shut the door and followed Lyle down.

It was cold but dry. In one corner stood a small washer and dryer next to a modest and aging water heater and equally old furnace. Lyle ignored these. He turned right at the foot of the steps and opened a second door on a wall dividing one half of the basement from the other.

“This is my area,” Lyle said as he held the door for me. “My Batcave.”

“Oh, wow.”

Inside were two running desktop computers, matched with four large flat-panel monitors. There was a long table, the portable kind with spindly metal legs, sagging under electronic gear. A wheeled chair, its upholstery ripped and torn, sat near the bank of monitors. I recognized it. “Hey, my chair.” I sounded inane in my own ears, but when I glanced back, Lyle grinned.

He shut the door and went to the chair. He patted it. “I know.” His eyes darted up to mine, and away again. Shy. “I made Mom keep it. I think she’s forgotten about it now. She never comes in here. She knows it’s my space.”

“How is she? How’s your mom?”

Lyle’s face blanked, emotion shutting down. My mouth went dry. Lyle regarded me. “She’s … fine. She works a lot. Long hours. She’s going to night school. Trying to get her MA in education. Wants to move up to high school. Administration.”

“Has she, you know. Remarried?”

“Not yet. I think she will soon. She’s been seeing this guy for a while now.”

“Okay. That’s—that’s good.” It’d been two days, for me, since she’d handed me the divorce papers. Not even two weeks for me and none of this had happened. Just eleven days earlier, I’d kissed her goodbye like any other morning and driven to work and fallen out of midair into the street. And here she was. In love again. Potentially remarrying. I was a memory. A ghost.

Lyle peered at me through his thick glasses.

I swallowed again, fighting the lump in my throat, working to keep the tears from spilling over. When I found my voice, I nodded toward a large contraption sitting in the center of the room. “What’s that?”

Lyle’s eyes brightened. The mask vanished, and he stepped forward. “This is what I’ve been working on. This is my Device.” The way he said the word capitalized it.

The contraption, or Device, or whatever it was, was formed of aluminum struts. The base was octagonal, four feet across. The vertical struts formed a closed cylinder, which arced and came together just over my height, maybe six and a half feet above the floor, nearly touching the exposed piping on the ceiling. Wires crisscrossed the struts, a complicated but somehow coherent mess.

He knelt by it, fiddling with cables. “I had to jury-rig the interface, using ancient Ultra-5 SCSI signals. I scrounged up those computers from garage sales, mostly. Parts here and there, you know?” He glanced up at me and back down again. “I got lucky. About eight months ago a company nearby went bankrupt and they were going to e-waste all their equipment, but Mom found out from a coworker and stepped up big-time. Got the company to let me have my pick of the equipment if I kept it under a certain dollar value. I spent all night digging around in the warehouse with a flashlight and a big bag. Got two of my best screens from there.” He gestured at the bank of blinking screens. “But the interface was the hardest part. No one uses SCSI anymore, it’s Stone Age. I had to go to the library and learn the signal coding from scratch. But I did it. And I was able to get a copy of ScalaLab, too, for the data analysis. It’s older, and I had to customize some of the code, but it works.”

I gazed at it. This was something he had put together alone over the course of years. I felt the clamp on my heart again, stealing my breath away. Lyle gazed up at me, trying hard not to show how much my approval meant. “It’s amazing, bud,” I said, and meant it. “What does it measure?”

He grinned and I almost broke into tears again. But I held it in as he stood and motioned for me to come to the monitors. “It’s a field-effect array.” He sat and swiveled in my beat-up old chair, the movement practiced, unconscious. “And an electromagnetic sensor. I can take readings down to two-microsecond precision.” He tapped on a keyboard and whirled around the screen with the mouse. A half dozen windows popped up, flitting across the various screens. I barely recognized the user interface—it looked like it was Linux, and one of the distros I was familiar with, but slick and dark and polished looking. “Watch this.” He hit a couple more buttons, and I heard a soft hum, barely audible, behind me. The screen blinked, and thousands of lines of white numbers scrolled in a blur down the screen.

“What’s that?” I asked, although I thought I knew.

“That’s the incoming data, raw and unprocessed, from the Device. Even with these old pieces of junk I can pull in three million distinct measurements a second. Right now, not much is going on. But tomorrow morning…”

“When I jump forward again.”

He nodded, the reflections from his glasses shifting and sliding. Diagonal slices of light. “I’ll be ready.”



Lyle brought a sleeping bag and pillow down to the basement for me before Amy got home. I grabbed a quick shower. It was extraordinarily bizarre, hurrying through the motions of soaping myself down and washing my hair as I stood naked in a strange bathroom surrounded by the same sets of soaps and lotions that Amy had always used. Smelling the same cleaners, the same brand of detergent. The same lingering perfume. It could have been the master bathroom in our duplex, transposed to this other floor plan.

I hoped the men’s bodywash I found was Lyle’s as I slathered it over my chest and arms. He was thirteen. It wasn’t outside the realm of possibility.

I hoped it was Lyle’s.

I used a men’s razor, again hoping it was Lyle’s. He was old enough. It was hard to pick which bothered me more: the idea that Lyle was old enough now to shave, or that Amy was close enough to another man to have him leave his bodywash and razor at her place—at her and Lyle’s home. I did my best not to think about it. Either way was agony.

In the basement, after my shower, we sat and talked, Lyle catching me up on his life as I ate leftovers of Amy’s familiar meat loaf he had heated up for me. I felt pangs, deep and hollow and hard, when he told me he had few friends, went to school just because he had to, and spent most of his time in the basement, learning about computers and doing research on the latest in theoretical physics.

All for me.

He had questions for me, as well, but I had no real answers. No, I’d never felt anything except a slipping sensation. Oh, and the headache. He didn’t know what to make of the headache, although he thought it was somehow significant. The transition through time was instantaneous. There was no pain. I still hadn’t gone backward. That last one made me smile, remembering.

I asked about the reporters and the news stories. He shrugged it off. The Internet collectively decided I was a fake, out for attention—or an insanely dedicated prankster who would show up in a few years to extend the prank and otherwise spent the time hiding off the grid. The videos were still available online, with the old notes “proving” where the footage had been altered. An archived curiosity.

We were still talking when we heard the front door slam. Steps moved across the floorboards over our heads.

“Mom’s home,” Lyle whispered. He glanced at me. The mask was back. “I’ll go up in a few minutes. Stick to my routine.”

We hadn’t discussed it, but it was implied in Lyle’s every action: I was not to go upstairs. I was not to see Amy. See Lyle’s mother. My wife. My ex-wife. I nodded and tried to communicate with my eyes I understood. Pain speared through me to do it, hunching my shoulders around the ache in my core despite my best efforts not to show what I was feeling. I wanted to follow him upstairs. See her again, drink her in like it was me who hadn’t seen her in three years and not the other way around. But I knew seeing me would only cause her pain. Lyle was trying to spare all of us. We listened as she walked about.

After a couple minutes, he stood. “I hope you can sleep okay,” he whispered.

“It’s great, bud. More than I could’ve hoped for.”

“Not really. But it’s all I can do, for now.”

“It’s great.”

He hesitated, then stepped forward and hugged me tight.

“I’m so happy to see you,” I said into his hair.

“I didn’t … really know … if you’d…”

“I know. But I did.”

He pushed away. He wiped his eyes. “Gotta go. I’ll sneak back down if I can. Otherwise…”

“I’ll see you in the morning.”

“It’s Monday tomorrow. Mom leaves super early on Mondays so she can go to one of her grad school classes before work. I’ll come down as soon as I can. It’ll be before—you know.”

“Sounds good.”

Lyle stopped near the door and looked back. “I’m glad you made it here, Dad.”

“Me too.” I wanted to say more, but I couldn’t make the words come out. After a moment he nodded and left.

I slept on the floor, wrapped in the sleeping bag Lyle had left for me, sliding in and out of dreams. I was exhausted, but I kept waking at the slightest sound. The dreams, when I had them, were angry collages of faces and dark movement, of Lyle as I had known him before and Lyle as he was now, of Amy, stuck now as I’d last seen her. Angry and bitter as she divorced me.

Every time I woke, I froze, listening hard, hoping Lyle would come down. I imagined us, down to the smallest detail, whispering together in the pale basement light, sharing more food he’d smuggled downstairs and laughing as we got to know one another again. He’d tell me about a girl from school he had a crush on, about the latest books he’d read—was he still working his way through my old collection? No, he’d have finished those long ago—about his dreams for the future, and his fears. I wanted it to happen so badly it was physically painful. It brought tears to my eyes.

I woke with a start when the door opened. It was still dark outside. Pale light from streetlamps came in through the dirty, narrow windows mounted above the washer and dryer. Lyle slipped inside and closed the door. “Mom left. I—Dad … I’m sorry I couldn’t come down last night.”

“It’s okay.” I struggled out of the folded and crumpled mess of the sleeping bag.

“She stayed up late watching TV again.” There was something off in his voice, and I looked up. He stared away from me, standing straight and tall with his head up, but I could see his chin quivering.

Still a little boy in there somewhere.

I pulled on my jeans and shirt and went to him. I gripped both his shoulders and looked at him until he met my eyes. “It’s okay, bud.”

“No. It’s not. I haven’t seen you in years. The next time I see you I’ll be eighteen years old.” I sucked in a hard breath, but he continued without noticing. “I should’ve snuck by Mom, distracted her, whatever. But I was—I was afraid.”

“Of what?”

“Everything. That she’d find you. That my Device won’t work. That I won’t be able to save you, no matter how hard I try.”

I took in the dark bags under his eyes, partially hidden by his glasses. “You were up all night?”

“Yeah.”

I pulled him close and hugged him. He resisted at first, then relented. “You know no one else matters like you do? You’re my son, Lyle. That’s all that matters to me. I’ll always love you, no matter what.” I held him at arm’s length so I could look into his eyes. “But I want you to listen close to me, now, okay?” I waited, and after a moment, he nodded. I’d said it before, when he was younger, but I had to say it again. “I don’t want you spending your life on me, trying to save me. It’s a wonderful thing, an amazing thing you’ve kept me in your thoughts, and I hope I’ll always be in your heart. But you have a life to live, no matter what insane thing has taken over mine.” Looking in his eyes, I could tell he knew I meant it. But I could also tell something else: he wasn’t taking the advice. Not really.

I stepped back, and let my arms fall. I’d said it. I’d done what I could. The rest—living his life—would be up to him now. Every parent faced a moment like this, but most had years to prepare, years to work up to it, to see their child become a young adult. I was missing that, too, clicking forward through chapters on the movie of Lyle’s life, missing vast chunks of context and story. I had to press down the flash of anger. That anger, that rage, wasn’t directed at Lyle, and I couldn’t afford to have him feel it—have that be the last emotion he saw from me and associated with me for five and a half years.

We stood awkwardly for a minute, neither looking at the other. Then he remembered something. “Hold on one sec.” He dashed out the door, and was back, holding a plate of waffles. “Eggos. With real maple syrup we picked up at the farmer’s market.”

I grinned at him, took the plate, and started eating. I was famished, even after the leftovers from the evening before, and the flash-frozen pieces of cooked batter tasted phenomenal. As I ate, Lyle woke up his computers.

The headache started to rise behind my eyes.

Lyle noticed me wince. He nodded. “We’re getting close to five fifty-two. Seven fifty-two Central time. I was pretty sure this thing doesn’t care about time zones.”

I grunted around a mouthful.

“The Device is all ready to go,” he said. “I’ll learn from the readings, and I’ll be ready for the next time. I’ll be here. When you come back.”

It was a promise he couldn’t be sure he could keep. I knew it. Amy could decide to sell the house. I might emerge into some other family’s basement and come trudging upstairs like an early-morning ghoul, scaring them just as I’d terrified the couple in the motel. But Lyle’s voice had the utter certainty of youth.

I finished the last bite of waffle and met his eyes. I thought about saying it again, trying to reinforce that he had his own life to live. I thought of a dozen ways to try to convince him that living for me defied logic. But as I looked across the room, I knew he was set to his purpose. Maybe that would change in a couple years. I hoped it would, even if it felt bitter and raw to hope for something like that. I held my thoughts, set the plate down, and stood. “What time is it?”

“Five fifty.” His voice cracked a little, and I could hear the tremble under the words.

“So, I just stand inside?”

“Yeah. And then…”

“Just let it happen.”

He nodded.

I walked to the spindly contraption. I stopped, leaned over, and kissed his forehead. His wavy hair brushed against my upper lip. I touched his shoulder, once, feeling his thin frame and muscle. I turned, tears in my eyes, and stepped inside.

“One minute.” Lyle tapped some commands, and the Device began to hum. It was probably my imagination, but I felt electricity along my arms, raising the hairs on my neck.

“Lyle,” I said. He glanced up. “I love you. No matter what.”

He stared at me, his eyes made small and distant by the thick glasses. “I love you, too, Dad.” He paused, glancing back at the clock before meeting my eyes again. “And I will save you.”

I smiled and the world

slipped

and I was still in the basement.

The light changed. That was the first thing I noticed. And I no longer stood inside a thin structure of aluminum struts. The smell was different, too, a mix of old pizza and flat soda. I blinked, and looked around, trying to get my bearings.

The Batcave had changed, but it was still recognizable. The bank of four monitors had been replaced by a single huge screen of razor-sharp, colorful images—numbers and graphs and figures, all jumping from the flat panel toward me in three dimensions. The scattered computer components were still there, but of different style and color and design. There was a metal rack sitting near the big, flat-panel screen, filled with a dozen humming blade-style servers.

My chair was still there, looking even more badly torn, stained, and beat-up. In it sat a long-limbed teenager with curly, shoulder-length brown hair. He regarded me, his face stony.

He had no glasses on.

“Lyle?”

The thin teenager pushed himself out of the chair. He wore faded blue jeans and a black T-shirt with a circular logo I didn’t recognize. He padded toward me on bare feet. When he got close, he touched my shoulder, his fingers trembling. “I almost didn’t believe it anymore.”

“Lyle. Bud?”

“Dad,” he said, swallowing, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down in his skinny neck. Then he stepped forward and hugged me with long, strong arms. “Christ, I almost didn’t believe it anymore.”

“Hey, bud.” I hugged him back. He was as tall as I was. Taller. I wore my scuffed shoes, and he was barefoot and could look me straight in the eye. “It’s okay.”

“I forgot what you looked like. I forgot the sound of your voice. But I remember now. I remember now.”

“It’s okay,” I said through my own tears as he started to cry. “It’s okay. I’m here. I’m here.”






CHAPTER 12


Lyle took me to breakfast. He’d forgotten the waffles he’d made for me before I jumped, and I didn’t let on. I wasn’t so full I couldn’t eat a little more.

He drove us. That he was driving at all hit me hard, and I sagged in the passenger seat of his beat-up little hybrid and tried not to come apart. I felt disconnected from my body, almost afloat, unable to process the world around me. Before, the lengths between jumps were short enough that I could connect Lyle to who he’d been. Not now. Now he was my eighteen-year-old son driving us to a café to have breakfast.

It was a Friday, and Lyle told me Amy had gone to work for the day. Amy still left home early each day, had a long commute, and kept long hours even in the summer. She was vice principal of a high school. Lyle had returned home from the university for a brief break before going back for summer classes.

I took deep breaths and tried to stop my hands from shaking, to keep my heart from pounding out of my chest. I watched the world go by outside the windows. My little boy was in college. UC Berkeley, in fact, on an academic scholarship. He’d graduated high school early.

The café was a cozy hole in the wall. Lyle led me inside and a waiter waved us to a table. As we sat, I took in the styles of clothing. Not much had changed. Businesspeople dressed in suits and smart dresses. Young people dressed in jeans and T-shirts. At a glance, it could easily have been the day before all this started, if not for the small issue of my now eighteen-year-old son across the table from me, ordering a double shot of espresso and a plate of French toast.

I ordered the same, and we sat back. The café clattered and hummed around us, oblivious. “So,” I said. “Tell me.”

Lyle, his eyes large now that he wore contacts, blinked. “Tell you what?”

I tried to smile. “Everything.”

Our espressos arrived, and I sipped mine, but he left his on the table, looking down as if he’d forgotten what it was or why he’d ordered it. “It’s been a long time,” he said. “Almost six years.”

“I know.”

“I didn’t get anything. With that thing I built, I mean.”

“The Device?”

He looked up, and a faint smile crossed his face. “Yeah. I forgot I called it that. Capital D. The Device. My Device. It didn’t work. Well, it worked fine, for what I designed it for. Took all the measurements and spat them right back at me, clear as day. Problem was, there was nothing to measure. It picked up all the normal background radiation and the minute amount your body puts off. Then you vanished, and that tiny amount from your body was gone. There was no spike, nothing across the spectrum it could detect. I was so naïve. Stupid. I thought I was smarter than Professor Paulson. Thirteen-year-old me, thinking I could figure it out when she and her grad students couldn’t.” He met my eyes, and I saw for the first time the depth of the pain hidden behind them. “I’m sorry.”

I sat forward and put my hand on his. He looked down and for a heartbeat seemed as though he wanted to snatch his hand free. “Lyle.” I took a second to compose myself, then continued. “You did all you could. More than anybody else. More I could ever have hoped for, and more than anyone could have expected. You didn’t fail. There was nothing more you could do.”

“I haven’t figured it out. I don’t know what it is. It’s—it’s impossible. But it’s happening anyway.”

“Bud, look at me.” I waited until he met my eyes. “This isn’t your fault. What’s happening, it’s not your fault. It isn’t.” I wanted to say more, to explain every bit of emotion I was feeling, but I couldn’t form the words.

Lyle’s shoulders dropped. “It’s been hard.”

The waitress came by with our French toast. I let go of Lyle’s hand and sat back. She left the plates and swung away.

“Tell me about it.” I picked up my fork and knife and began poking at the toast—my attention on my son and the distant expression on his face.

“After you jumped again, I knew how long it would be. I’d calculated years earlier. I’ve calculated it out all the way, you know? All the way to … well. But it still hurt. You left again, just like that. I had the data to go over, and that kept me going until I realized there was nothing there. Then…” He hesitated. “I—I gave up, Dad. Closed the Batcave, dismantled the Device. Stopped mentioning you to Mom. Didn’t let on when she brought new guys home for me to meet, didn’t tell her I wanted to punch every one of them because they weren’t you.”

I couldn’t help a little shock of air escaping my lips. It felt like someone rammed an invisible fist into my solar plexus. I couldn’t even begin to parse the swirl of my emotions. I’d barely come to accept that Amy might be marrying someone else and now it sounded like that had fallen apart. I wasn’t happy to hear that, but there was a small, guilty core that was relieved.

How the hell was I supposed to feel?

Lyle continued, oblivious. “I tried to forget. Forget you, forget saving you. Live my life, like you told me. But my life sucked.” His eyes darted up to mine and back down again. “And, no matter what I did, my brain kept coming back to you. I have dreams about it. Dreams where I figure it out and stop it, even manage to send you back in time. Back to when it started, so you were never gone, and we’d never moved across the country, and I never had to be friendly to those assholes who just wanted to bang my mom even after they fucked up and proved they were the assholes I knew they were. And I wouldn’t be the sad little smart kid at school with the dead dad, because that’s what I told people because the truth was too complicated and insane and no one would believe it anyway.” He ran out of breath and sat there, chest heaving, not looking at me.

“Lyle.”

He shut his eyes.

“Lyle. I’m so sorry.”

He jerked his head, a short, angry movement. “I’m not asking for—”

“But I’m giving it anyway,” I said. “I’m sorry. I can’t control this. I don’t even know what this is. But I’m sorry, so sorry, as sorry as any person who has ever lived. I never wanted anything but the best for you. The best life.” I took a shuddering breath and blinked away tears. “I’m so sorry this has affected you the way it has.”

“I know, Dad. I’m sorry, too. It’s not your fault.”

We sat for a moment, and I started eating again.

“But I turned it around,” he said.

“Hm?”

“I tried to forget about you, about my failure and everything. Turned out, I couldn’t. I kept coming back to the problem, gnawing on it. I convinced Mom to stay in that tiny little house all this time because I knew that’s where you’d come back, where you’d reappear, even when she got her new job and had a much longer commute. Although I almost stopped believing you’d come back. Almost.”

I pushed the remains of my food around the plate with my fork.

“I wondered for a while,” Lyle said, “if I’d imagined it. If you’d just left one day, abandoned Mom and me, and I’d taken that pain and changed it into an elaborate fantasy. But then you appeared, right on time…” He trailed off, and I could feel his eyes on me, but I didn’t look up.

I stared at my half-eaten food. The world receded to the edges of my vision. I felt like I was falling, and I choked, unable to breathe. My chest compressed, like I had a weight on me.

“Dad?”

The word shot through me, and I drew in a hard breath. “What am I going to do, Lyle?” I managed to raise my eyes, and saw him staring at me, worried. “I can’t make this stop … I can’t go back, can I? I can’t go back, and I can’t stop it. I’m going to keep jumping forward, doubling the amount every time. It’s already—what year? I don’t even know, but you’re already eighteen years old, in college, when not even two weeks ago you were seven and barely came up to my chest.”

“Dad…”

I knew I was putting too much on him, but I couldn’t stop. “Why me, Lyle? Is it just random? Maggie—Professor Paulson. She didn’t think so. She thought this is deliberate. That someone, something, is doing this to me. Making this happen. If this was random, I’d be tossed out into space, because the Earth would have moved on in its travel around the Sun, and the Sun around the galactic core, but no, this—it’s intelligent. And if it keeps happening…” I trailed off, shaking, trying to tamp down on my racing heart, trying to slow my breathing.

Lyle’s lips compressed. “There are times I envy you.”

“What?” It brought me up short. Of all the things that he could have said, that cut through my budding panic attack.

“The things you’re going to see, the experiences you’ll have. It’s amazing, isn’t it?”

“No. No, I don’t want this, Lyle, not at all. There is nothing good about this. I’ve missed most of your childhood, all your adolescence, because of this. I lost your mother, the only woman I’ve ever loved.” I stopped, seeing the wince of pain go through Lyle. “I’m sorry.”

“No, no, I know you loved her—love her, I mean. It’s good, really, good to know, and I’m glad you did. Do.” He sighed and met my eyes, earnest and resolute. “I can’t bring her back to you.”

“I know.”

“But I can do my best to stop this.”

“Lyle—”

“No, Dad, listen. I don’t have anything else.”

“You could, though. You should.”

“This is the most fascinating thing that has ever happened to me. Maybe the most fascinating thing that has ever happened to anyone, period. That this is even possible opens up so many possibilities, in math, in physics, in our knowledge of the structure of the universe…”

I frowned at him. Maggie had said something similar. “What are you studying at Berkeley?”

He smiled, a slight, sly grin. “Theoretical physics.”

I stared at him. I couldn’t help but give a short laugh and shake my head. “Not because of me, I hope.”

“Not only because of you. It’s fascinating. I’d say, besides you—what’s happening to you—what really got me interested was that book. The one that professor loaned me, the guy who didn’t believe you.”

“Yeah?”

He nodded again. Then his smile slipped away. “I’m going to figure this out, Dad. No matter what it takes.”

And I looked at him, at his large eyes and thin face, and I believed him.






CHAPTER 13


Lyle drove me back to the house. It was still odd to see him driving. So much that was routine and normal to him was new to me. I was the stereotypical coma patient waking up to find out they had missed an entire decade. And I would be gone tomorrow. I’d jump eleven years further into the future. I looked sideways at my eighteen-year-old boy, trying not to let him see me look.

He’d be twenty-nine tomorrow.

I had to clench my hands together in my lap to keep them from shaking.

Back at Amy’s house, so cozy and tidy and stuffed full of all the furniture, pictures, plants, and knickknacks Amy acquired over the years, I asked Lyle if I could use the phone. He set me up in front of a flat-panel wall screen and spent five minutes explaining how to use it.

I tried the number I’d memorized years ago and was unsurprised when it didn’t go through. With Lyle’s help, I trolled through an online directory looking for Henry and Victoria Treder. My parents. Lyle didn’t have their new number. Without me being there, they had fallen out of touch. I could understand why Amy hadn’t made the effort to keep Lyle in contact with my parents, but even so, it made my heart ache. One more familial connection missing from his life thanks to me.

I had to input several filters to narrow the list. I found them in Missouri. My mother’s family was from the Columbia area. I had memories, when I was young, of my parents driving us down from our home outside Chicago to visit my aunts and uncles and cousins. We’d all go camping down in the St. Francois Mountains area. Those trips had grown infrequent as I grew older and stopped altogether after my father got into a shouting match with my mother’s younger brother. That’d been, what? Thirty-five years ago, now? My mom must have convinced my dad it was time to patch things up. I was sure it was cheaper to live there than in the Chicago suburbs.

The call rang three times before my mother’s face appeared on the big flat-panel screen. “Hello?” She stopped. “Oh my God.”

“Hi, Mom,” I said. I gave her a little wave.

She put one hand to her chest, and the other came up to cover her mouth. She looked much older than I remembered, and frail. Lines creased her face; her jowls sagged; she wore too much makeup. She was too thin. In the vivid, hyperreal resolution of the display, I could see liver spots on her hands and make out the individual strands of gray hairs she had tied back in a bun. “Oh my God,” she said again, the words muffled through her hand. She turned from the screen and shouted, “Henry! Henry!”

“Mom—”

“Scott, my God, look at you. Where have you been? Look at you…”

My father, moving fast for a man his age, huffed into the picture. He’d gained at least thirty pounds since I’d last seen him, and the hair left on his head was gray. Still, he looked healthier than my mom. “What is it?” In character: irritated, edging toward anger. I spun back to my childhood. Then he focused on the screen over the top of the reading glasses perched on the end of his nose. His eyes first widened, then narrowed. “Scott.”

“Hi, Dad.”

“Where the fu—” He cut himself off with effort. “Where have you been? Eight years without a single word? Nine?” He looked over my shoulder to Lyle and softened. “My God. Is that Lyle?”

I nodded.

“Amy hasn’t spoken to us,” my mother said. She, too, stared at Lyle. “She wouldn’t let us visit. She wouldn’t even let us call. Our grandson.”

“How are you, son?” my father asked, and for a fleeting moment—in which a painful, familiar ray of hope stabbed through me—I thought he was talking to me. But he was looking at Lyle.

I glanced back over my shoulder at Lyle. “These are your grandparents.”

Lyle raised a hand. “Hey, um, Grandpa and Grandma Treder. Nice to see you.”

“You look great, Lyle,” my mom said. “You’re so handsome, so grown-up.”

“You take after my—your grand—your great-grandfather,” my father said. “He was a handsome devil, too. Knockout with the ladies, a real heartbreaker. Just like you, I’ll wager.”

“Thanks,” Lyle said.

My parents stared at him for a few more seconds, lost for words. Then their attention, simultaneously, focused back on me.

“Where have you been, Scott?” my mom whispered. “You look—you haven’t changed at all. We haven’t seen you in, what? How many years?”

“Eleven, maybe twelve,” my father said. “And nine goddamn years without so much as a frigging email.”

“Henry,” my mom said, reaching up to grip his hand.

“No, Vicky, it’s not right. He can’t call out of the blue like this and expect us to be happy to see him.”

“It’s not his fault,” Lyle said.

My father blinked. “What?”

“It’s not his fault. He can’t help what’s happened to him.”

“What’s happening…”

I turned, addressing Lyle but also keeping my parents in the conversation. “I haven’t told them everything, bud. I couldn’t think of a way to explain it, to have it make sense. Because it doesn’t make sense.”

“What doesn’t make sense?” my father asked. His fists clenched, and he looked at them in surprise, as though they belonged to someone else. With visible effort, he unclenched them. “Is this about that thing you called about? About you being on the news? Amy would never tell us. We never heard a damn thing. Never saw you in the news, Scott. That something you—”

“He’s jumping forward through time,” Lyle said. He said it like it was a common problem, like I’d forgotten the milk on the way back from work. Stress made me want to laugh. I fought it down.

“What?” they both asked.

“Every twenty-four hours, he jumps ahead, doubling the length of time with each jump. I haven’t been able to figure out how it’s happening yet. I haven’t been able to stop it.”

My parents wore identical expressions: mouths open, eyes narrowed, brows pinched.

“What the hell are you talking about, son?” my father asked.

“Look at him. He hasn’t aged a bit since you saw him last, has he?”

My mom shook her head, looking ill. “What is this?”

“A joke,” my father said. His eyes moved, and I felt the old fear as his gaze landed on me like a physical force. “A goddamn joke is what it is, a computer trick, and he convinced his own son to play along. What are you doing, Scott?”

“Saying goodbye.”

That stopped him. He was expecting something else. Laughter at his expense or some bizarre attempt at an explanation he had no intention of listening to.

“Scotty?” my mom said.

I couldn’t remember the last time she’d called me that. “I’m sorry, Mom, Dad. The next jump will be a long one. I doubt—uh, I don’t know that I’ll be able to contact you again. So, I wanted to say goodbye.”

“This is insane,” my father said. “Like one of those horrible shows where people play practical jokes on each other. When does the announcer jump out and yell ‘gotcha’?”

But my mother was looking closer at me now, leaning in toward the screen, and I saw understanding—partial and limited as it was—pass over her face. “This isn’t a joke.”

“No. No joke.”

“You’re leaving.”

“I’m leaving.”

“Can’t you do something? Stop it?”

“Vicky, don’t let him play you like this.”

Then my mother said something that surprised me. “Oh, hush up, Henry, and listen for once in your life.”

My father rocked backward as though he’d been slapped. My mother, for her part, paid him no attention. Her eyes moved back and forth between me and Lyle. “Can’t you stop it?”

“I—we’ve been trying, Mom. But so far, no one even knows how it’s possible, much less how to stop it.”

There was pain on her face, almost anguish, and I realized she did care about me, despite long years of abundant evidence to the contrary, years of siding with my father, no matter the cause or what he said or did. She had shrugged off the worst of his foibles, ignoring or simply blind to the things he put me through—put us through. She saw it in my face, saw my understanding. But we were too far apart to say it out loud. Instead, she nodded, and she let tears run down her cheeks. “Thank you, Scott, for calling us. I hope, with all my heart I hope, this isn’t the last time we see you.” She hesitated. “I promised you something. When you were a baby, when you were so small, I promised I would love you, no matter what happened, no matter what. I meant that, and I still do.”

Then it was my turn to say the words. They came out, easier than I might have expected. “I love you, too. Mom.”

The late addition was lost on no one. My father didn’t seem angry anymore, or scary, just confused and tired. I looked at him for a moment, studying the face so sharply rendered on the high-resolution screen. The lines and crags. The jowls. The larger nose and ears. A monster out of my dreams, with his constant irritation and simmering rage. And he was just an old man. I looked back at my mother. “I’m going to go now, Mom. Keep in contact with Lyle. He needs to know his grandmother.”

She nodded. I glanced at Lyle. He pressed something, and the image of my mother and father popped out of existence.

I sat back, sinking into the cushions of the sofa.

“Huh,” Lyle said.

“What?”

“They’re nothing like you.”

He couldn’t know how much those words meant to me. “No, they’re not.”

“Has it always been like that? They weren’t around much when I was little.”

“It’s pretty much always been like that, bud.”

He bobbed his head, the contemplative look I remembered so well from a few days ago—years ago—now on his older, leaner, adult face. “So, what now?”

“Hell if I know. I was hoping you had some ideas.”

He bit his lip.

“You do have an idea.”

He nodded.

“What is it?”

“It’s about a ten-hour drive to Berkeley. We could get there well before your next jump. And then, well … you’d be there, you know?”

“When I come back.”

“Right.”

“I can’t really use Mom’s—your mom’s basement again, can I?”

“Probably not.”

“Is she expecting you to go back so soon?”

“I’ll say something came up. This is much better, easier for me to study you—it.”

I knew there was dual purpose for Lyle: it kept me from seeing Amy, something he was keen to do, and it meant I’d be at Berkeley, where he could better study the phenomenon.

“Let’s do it. What time is it?”

Lyle checked his smartwatch. “It’s only nine thirty. According to traffic, we could make it to Berkeley by eight tonight if we leave now and eat on the way.”

“Don’t you need to pack?”

“I’m kinda already all packed. We just need to put a few things in my car.”

I didn’t bother to hide my smile. “How long have you been planning this?”

“Couple months.”

I laughed. Soon enough, he was laughing, too.






CHAPTER 14


The drive was long. My driver’s license was expired, but I still took over as we entered California to give Lyle a break.

Lyle filled the time with steady conversation. I asked questions to prod him along. I didn’t want him to stop talking, but every time he asked questions about me, about my life or our shared family history, I forced myself to think and answer carefully. He was as curious about me and my life as I was his. And I only had these brief snatches of time to get things right. It was a conversation that should’ve taken place over a period of years, in a dozen different settings, as I watched Lyle grow into a man. But I was left with these fractional days instead. I knew Lyle felt it, the need to take it all in, to learn what we could about each other.

I’d driven down the West Coast with Severine and Sophie after finishing high school. A last hurrah before college, a trip we spent months convincing our parents we were ready for. We used the savings from our part-time jobs—the small bit we hadn’t earmarked for college—to fly to Seattle, where we rented a car with unlimited miles on the ticket, Sophie’s father countersigning so we could do it. We drove all the way to Los Angeles, following the coast as the highway allowed, stopping only to take pictures, eat, and explore. We camped our way down, rarely even staying in hostels. It was magnificent, full of memories still clear to me when most of the intervening years faded to background blur. But every scene I held on to from that trip had changed. The time of casually driving around the United States, stopping in campgrounds, had ended. Now, instead, there was the sprawl. The city. Development, population growth. Towns and cities extending beyond anything I remembered. Greater Portland extended toward Salem, one big urban and suburban landscape. I recognized the sights, the basic structure and intention of it all, but everything was altered. Cars and trucks were different. The signage, the products being advertised—everything seemed brighter and gaudier, constantly moving and flashing and jockeying for attention. I wouldn’t have thought things could change so much in only a bit over a decade, but then I remembered the difference between 2000 and 2010, or 2010 and 2020. Change felt incremental as time passed hour by hour, day by day, but seeing it all at once, in an instantaneous shift, was breathtaking.

There were reprieves between the sprawls, sections of bare farmland or cliffs, and I was teleported back to my memories as we rocketed down the highway along the rocky coastline when I was nineteen. It could almost have been Sophie and Severine there with me, laughing and talking in circles about philosophy and dreams. Young and with our whole lives ahead of us. Then Lyle and I would hit some new town and I was yanked back to the bizarre new present.

“The world’s a mess,” Lyle said at one point. We’d passed Sacramento, and he was driving again. We were both eating faux-beef burgers and fries. “But it’s always been a mess when you really stop and think about it. When has the world not been a complete and utter mess?”

I shook my head and took another bite. The fake meat was good. Much better than the kind I remembered.

“I don’t think there’s ever been a time when things have really been good, you know?” Lyle waved a fry. “Millions of people around the world have a standard of living that would make Caesar jealous, but billions of others are starving, or at war. Was it any different in your time?”

It felt odd to have him call it my time. “Not really.”

“No, everything was just as messed up ten years ago, a hundred years ago, only in different ways. And I bet every generation thinks their time is the worst time yet, right?”

“Probably.”

“The end of days is always nigh. In the beginning, Christ’s followers were convinced they’d see the Rapture within their lifetimes. It wasn’t some distant apocalypse, not to them. They thought it was going to happen in the next few years, because things all around them were so terrible. And they hadn’t seen the fall of the Roman Empire and the Dark Ages and the bubonic plague yet, or the Holocaust. Humanity takes a step forward and two giant leaps back.”

I chewed and tried not to show the dissonance I was feeling. Here was my son, the quiet seven-year-old who liked Michael Crichton books, now a jaded eighteen-year-old Berkeley student with the entire world resting on his slender shoulders. “I don’t know, Lyle. Maybe it always looks bad in the moment? I mean, things sound bad, and you have a good point. But it’s seemed bad a lot of times in the past. Could it be that we just see it more? With the Internet and twenty-four-hour cable news and whatever else you future people have.”

He flashed me a grin and pointed a fry in my direction. “Exactly, Dad. Exactly. It’s not that things are worse than they’ve ever been, we just happen to be living now, and we’re exposed to it all every day, every hour, in ultrahigh-def and 3D and immersion sound.” He paused, the grin fading, and sighed. World-weary. “We look back with rose-colored glasses. So many people say they were born in the wrong era. As though they’d have been so much happier in the 1950s, or in Italy during the Renaissance. Of course, when people say that they’re assuming they’d’ve been princes or kings or wealthy merchants. Much greater chance they’d be another anonymous member of the crapped-upon peasantry. A ninety-nine point nine percent better chance.”

I finished my burger and the last of my fries and sat back. “That’s true. And by that logic, the best possible time to live would be the one in which you have the greatest chance to live a decent life.”

“Yeah. So. When would that be?”

We drove on, both of us lost in our own thoughts, until Lyle’s smartwatch rang. He glanced at the bright circle of the screen on his wrist and avoided looking at me as he tapped something to send the call to voicemail.

“Mom?”

Lyle stared forward, both hands on the wheel. “I’ll call her back later.”

I understood “later” meant “tomorrow.” When I was gone.



We arrived on campus around nine in the evening. I got out of Lyle’s car and stretched. Two days of bus rides and another day in a car on top of the fading bruises from when my car vanished under me meant every joint and muscle ached. My eyes were gritty and raw.

Lyle popped the trunk and pulled out his luggage. “Come on, Dad. Lots of things left to do before tomorrow morning.”

“Like what?” I grabbed one of his bags.

“We need to get something to eat, for one thing. Then get some rest. Five fifty-two AM is going to come early. We’ll need to get you to a safe spot for your next jump forward.”

We parked on the third floor of a ramp filled with aging vehicles, most covered in UC Berkeley stickers. The ramp sat across the street from Lyle’s dorm.

“You have somewhere picked out?” I asked.

He opened a rusty door leading to the stairs. “Bancroft.” He followed me into a stairwell stinking of old urine and vomit.

“Bancroft?”

“One of the libraries. Rare-book collection, one of the biggest in the US.”

I grunted, concentrating on not falling down the stairs with Lyle’s bag.

“It’s old and quiet,” Lyle said. “And there aren’t any plans to tear it down or renovate it that I know of. Of course, anything could change in eleven and a half years.”

I sucked in a breath at the casual way he threw the length of the jump in there. I knew the math, but it still caught me off guard. “Sounds logical.”

We were down another half story when Lyle stopped. I kept going for a few steps before I realized he’d halted. “Bud?”

His brow was furrowed, his lips tight. “Are you okay, Dad?”

I opened my mouth to give him the automatic, meaningless retort. I stopped. I stood there, in the stinking stairway, and considered. “Physically, I guess I’m okay. Still banged up from that tumble. The first jump, I mean. When you were—you were seven. I’m exhausted, of course, but more mentally exhausted than physically. I guess I’m freaked out. I should be more disturbed. I should be losing my mind, probably. It’s way beyond anything.”

“Like some bizarre dream.”

“Yes. Like I’ll wake up any moment and be back in bed next to Mo—your mom. And everything will be normal.”

He gave me a sad smile. “I don’t think there’s much chance of that.”

“Well. There wasn’t much chance of spontaneously jumping forward in time, but here I am.”

He peered at me. “Okay.” He gestured with one of his bags. “We can keep going.”

I looked him up and down for a second, then continued down the stairwell.



I spent the night in Lyle’s dorm room. He snuck me past the uncaring eye of the bored security guard in the lobby by bending our heads together as though we were in deep conversation as we walked from the front door to the elevator. Not quite secret-agent stuff. Lyle gave me his roommate’s bunk against the wall opposite his. The mattress was unyielding, and the sheets smelled of unwashed feet and body odor, but it was available. Lyle’s roommate had gone home for the summer.

That night, a few minutes after Lyle switched off the light, he spoke. “Dad?”

“Yeah, bud?”

He didn’t answer right away. Then, “Good night.”

It was another of those moments. A hinge: a moment upon which so much turned, where just a few sentences, even a couple carefully chosen words, could make a lifetime of difference. A host of possibilities ran through my mind, a hundred different ways I might spark the conversation I so desperately wanted to have with my son, but I couldn’t make my mouth form the words. I saw all the ways I could screw things up. All the ways I’d say something that he’d have eleven and a half years to ruminate on, to chew and misremember and use to damage his memory of me, without me having a chance to fix it. I replied on automatic, listening to myself say the words. “Good night, bud.”

I spent a long time awake, staring up at the ceiling, outlined in gray in the dim light from the room’s window, listening to the even sound of Lyle’s breathing as he slept.



I jumped again at 5:52 AM Pacific daylight time.

I stood in a corner between two high rows of ancient, ragged-looking books on the first floor of the Bancroft Library, the now-familiar ache rising behind my eyes. Lyle was with me.

“I’ll be waiting” was the last thing he said.

Then the world slipped sideways, fractionally and momentarily, before righting itself once again. The light shifted, and the books on the shelves jumped to different positions and aged before my eyes.

In front of me stood a man near thirty years old, long brown hair combed back and held in a tight ponytail behind his head. A scruffy beard lined his chin. He wore a black button-down shirt and black trousers, both of which emphasized his thin frame and wide shoulders. Large, expressive brown eyes met mine. “Right on time,” he said. “Right on time.”

“Lyle?”

“Hi, Dad,” he said. His eyes moved between mine, back and forth. “Eleven years. But you’re exactly as I remember.”

“Lyle.” I stepped up next to him. I raised my arms and enfolded him in an embrace. He was stiff and unyielding.

“A lot has happened, Dad,” he said into my shoulder. “So much has happened. Welcome back.”

He wanted me to let go. I felt it in his wiry muscles. I stood back to look him over. He was Lyle, recognizably my son, although now a full-grown man. His bearing was different: taller, straighter, prouder. This man had accomplished things, difficult things, and was on his way to accomplishing more. If I’d met him at a bar, I would have assumed him an engineer or academic. Someone successful in life and career. More successful than I was.

He was twenty-nine. Only eight years younger than me.

Lyle’s eyes shifted sideways, and I looked over his shoulder. A woman stood behind him. She was pretty, with high cheekbones and long brown hair. She held a camera in one hand—tiny and sleek, the glass lens like a black eyeball. “Oh, wow,” she breathed. Then she shook herself, and her eyes landed on mine with the intensity of searchlights. “Mr. Treder, how do you feel?”

I looked at Lyle. He shrugged and motioned with his head back toward the woman. “Dad, meet Heather.”

“Heather McGraw,” the woman said. She stepped forward to hold out her right hand, her left still holding the camera. “Of Science Daily.” She said the name of the newspaper or magazine as if I should know it.

I frowned at her outstretched hand and looked at Lyle.

“My wife,” Lyle said.

“Reporter?” I asked, my tongue thick in my mouth.

“Science and technology correspondent for the Bay area,” Heather said. She let her hand drop, doing it smoothly, like it had not been an awkward failure of manners on my side. “And this is the biggest story of my career.”

“Wait. Wife?”

“Yeah, it’s, ah … we have a lot to catch up on.” Lyle glanced at her. “Hon, let’s fill Dad in on everything before we start interrogating him, okay?”

“Interviewing,” she said, but she did it with a smile for him, and she thumbed something on the tiny camera before letting her arm drop. “I am honored to finally meet you, Mr. Treder. Your son has told me so much about you, and about what’s happened to you.”

“He has?”

“Come on,” Lyle said. He grasped my shoulder. “Let’s get some coffee and talk things through. This must be overwhelming for you.”

“For him?” Heather said, her eyes large. “We just saw him appear out of thin air, right in front of us, looking just a bit older than you.”

I let out a hard breath. The shelves in the library around me tilted, and I reached out a hand to steady myself, lowering my head.

Lyle moved to my side. He maneuvered my arm around his shoulders and put his arm around my back. He started moving me down the aisle. “Come on, Dad. We’ll get some fresh air, and we’ll talk.”



The dizziness passed as we walked. Heather was all energy and excitement. I could tell she was overflowing with questions, but she held back for Lyle’s sake. The campus was quiet this early on a September morning. Lyle didn’t say much, and I kept silent, taking in everything around me.

The vehicles had changed again. That’s what I noticed first. The campus looked much as I remembered, but the cars and the bikes were all smaller and sleeker. And the fashion had swung back around to artfully torn and faded bell-bottom jeans and skintight tank tops.

Some students held their arms up as they walked by, looking at what appeared to be thin, silvery bands on their wrists. I caught glimpses of images in the air above their arms. Others in the coffee shop had their bracelets down on tables in front of them, where the bracelets not only displayed images in midair but also projected a keyboard on the table surface. No one gave us a second glance.

Lyle and I sat. I watched a young woman at a nearby table tap on a virtual keyboard.

“Dad. Try not to stare,” Lyle said.

“Right, sorry. Lyle?”

“Yeah?”

“What’s the date?”

“It’s September 27.” A pause. “2048.”

I sat back. I knew that. I did the math before jumping this morning. But it was one thing to calculate it out and put a number on when and where you’d arrive. It was quite another thing to be there.

Heather appeared holding a tray of mugs. “I wasn’t sure what to get, so I just got black coffees all around. Sweetener and soy milk on the side if you need any.”

“Thanks, hon,” Lyle said. He set one mug in front of me and took one for himself. “Do you need anything else, Dad?”

I looked down at the coffee, and up at Lyle and Heather. “Wife?”

Lyle’s face crinkled into a smile. “Yes.” He took Heather’s hand. She beamed back at him. “For about a year now. We were originally going to wait, but we got impatient.”

I picked up the mug, feeling the smooth warmth of the ceramic in my palms. “I see.” I let out a breath. “I’m sorry.” I looked at Heather. “Congratulations. I’m—I’m very happy to meet you. Welcome—welcome to the family. Our family.” I was struggling. I tried to keep it off my face. My son’s wife. Someone he’d spent years with, grown to know and love. I’d missed their wedding. Not only that. I’d missed all the opening acts, the tentative initial moments of their relationship, the call or text from Lyle when he told me, This might be the one. Did she and Amy have a good relationship?

I felt myself starting to spiral. Had Amy finally remarried? Did Lyle have a stepfather, someone who supported him at his wedding? Maybe said a few words at the reception? Heather would know him, this theoretical man who had replaced me. She didn’t know me beyond whatever image she had conjured in her mind from what Lyle had told her. To her I was just a stranger who had popped out of midair in the rare-book stacks.

Heather was smiling and laughing. The sound was as perfect as her appearance. It pulled me back. Temporarily halted the spiral. She would have made an excellent news anchor. “Thank you so much, Mr. Treder.”

“Scott.”

Her smile, if anything, broadened, but she shook her head a little. “Mr. Treder. At least for a while.”

“Not ‘Dad’?” I asked. I was trying to be funny, but instead of laughter they glanced at one another and let their hands go, Heather’s winning grin dropping to a polite smile. “Sorry,” I said.

“It’s not—” Lyle said.

“No, no, it’s okay,” Heather said. They glanced at each other, communicating silently as I watched.

“So,” I said. “How did you two meet?”

“Well,” Heather said. “We met through you. In a way.”

The coffee started to burn my hands, so I set the mug down. “How’s that?”

They glanced at one another again, the look couples give each other when they’re about to relate an embarrassing story. Furtive smiles, darting eyes.

“My research,” Lyle said. “Heather wrote a story about me. On my research, I mean.”

“I was interning,” Heather said. “One of my first assignments.”

“The Daily found out about my thesis, and the…” He looked at Heather. “What would you call it?”

“Waves?”

“The waves my proposals were making in the community.”

“Community?” I asked. My eyes bounced back and forth between them, watching as they finished one another’s sentences. Amy and I had been that way, once. I pushed the memories aside and tried to listen.

“Theoretical physics,” Heather said. “They wigged.”

“Wigged?”

“It made some waves.”

“They wigged,” Heather stage-whispered to me.

“Anyway.” Lyle grinned. “She interviewed me for the story, and we hit it off. Afterward, she asked me out.”

“He’s the most interesting person I’ve ever met,” Heather said.

“Hon…”

“What? It’s true. And the work he’s done already—he’s pioneered an entirely new set of theories. Things other scientists haven’t even considered. Practically remade the entire field by himself.”

“She’s exaggerating. A lot. And besides, it’s all because of you.”

“What do you mean?”

“What’s happened to you,” Heather said, leaning forward. “The time travel.”

“The reality of it,” Lyle said. “I know it’s possible. I’ve seen it happen, right in front of me. Time travel forward through time for a macroscale object. No more postulating, no more ‘ifs’ or ‘maybes’ or complicated exceptions based on the speed of light or gravitational lensing. Just the fact. And being able to start from fact and move forward, or backward as it were, through the calculations and theories—it made certain things fall into place.”

“Einstein’s got nothing on my hubby,” Heather said.

Lyle shook his head, but he didn’t look displeased with the comparison. “I have decades of work ahead of me. We all do. The theory of everything, so to speak, is still a long way from becoming a mathematical reality. The formulae, the requirements to link the behavior of the quantum and the macro worlds and explain both within the same theoretical framework … it’s mind-boggling. But we’ve made progress.”

“You’ve made progress,” Heather said.

“We’ve made progress.”

“That’s amazing,” I said. “Really amazing.”

Lyle and Heather turned their attention back on me. I felt the mood shift.

“There’s more you need to know,” Lyle said. “More you need to understand.”

“Lyle—” Heather said.

“No, hon, he’s my father, and he deserves to know. I had to use the observational data I collected when I was a kid. And the video clips from that media disaster at the UW. I couldn’t assume the truth of time travel without scientifically verifiable data, otherwise it would’ve been just another mental exercise that’s impossible to prove.” He stared at me, waiting for my reaction.

“Okay…”

Lyle’s eyebrows pressed together, and he darted a quick glance at Heather. “What I’m saying, Dad … you’re in the papers, the theories. In my thesis. Not just an unidentified individual. You. The footage we took, the sensor readings, all of it.”

“So, I’m famous?”

“Well. Not so much famous, as much as known. At least, in hard-science circles. People know when you’re supposed to appear. And disappear again. I never shared where you were when the jumps took place, but the rest of the data’s all there. The dates, when it started happening, all of it. It was integral.” He exchanged a look with Heather again, and I found myself wishing they’d stop.

“Mr. Treder,” Heather said. “There are some people, some scientists, who need to see you vanish with their own eyes, just like I saw you appear this morning. We didn’t allow them to see you appear this morning, because we didn’t want to freak you out, make you a spectacle without your consent.”

“But this is huge, Dad,” Lyle said. “When they see the reality, when we gather even more data, when they see it’s real, my theories will gain wider acceptance, and the opportunity to understand the underpinnings of the universe will be within our reach. For theoretical physics, for science, it’s…” He shook his head and spread his hands.

“It’s revolutionary,” Heather said. “It’s E equals MC squared. It’s Newton’s apple.”

Trying to keep up with them was like churning in thick mud. They’d been thinking about this for months, years. This opportunity. This chance to use me. And I was falling behind. All the talk of scientific revolution, of understanding the universe, and there was only one thing on my mind.

“Lyle,” I said.

“Yeah, Dad?” The way he said it made me hesitate. That subtle pause in his inflection between the two words, the way it mimicked how I used to say “yeah, bud,” to him.

“Where’s Amy? How is she? How’s your mom?”

Lyle leaned back. He and Heather looked at each other again, and I had to stop myself from shouting at them. I sucked in a long breath and let it out.

“She’s … fine,” Lyle said.

“She’s happy,” Heather said.

I looked at her. She blanched and sat back, her smile disappearing.

There was a soft rustle of movement as their hands found each other under the table.

“I just want to know if she’s okay,” I said.

“She’s fine,” Lyle said.

My breath came out in shaky puffs. “Try to see this from my perspective. To me, this all started about two weeks ago. We were married, we were in love, we had a great little boy. I won’t pretend everything was perfect, but—but we had a life. We were building a life. A family. We were making it happen, together. We were in love.” Heather’s expression shifted from alarm to pity. I felt a surge of anger, so hard and sudden my hands started shaking, and I pulled them off the table. I felt tears well up, hot and unwelcome, and I blinked them away. The liquid skewed my vision, throwing the coffee shop into blurred rainbow patterns of light. “How am I supposed to deal with this?”

Lyle took a breath. “Mom’s, she’s good. She’s happy, like Heather said. Remarried, a long time ago. I have two stepbrothers, and they’re good people. We keep in touch. We’re not super close, but we keep in touch. She really loves Heather. They go shopping together.”

Heather smiled, her brows still furrowed.

“That’s good.” The words caught in my throat. “That’s good.” We sat there, the three of us, and the world buzzed all around us. When I spoke again, I had my voice under control, and my eyes were dry. “So, what do you need me to do?” I smiled as best I could.

They glanced at each other again, and both cracked small, cautious grins.

“Really?” Lyle asked, and for a heart-wrenching moment he was seven years old again.

“Give me an exclusive, for one thing,” Heather said.

Lyle nodded. “Other than that, speak to some colleagues of mine and let us run some tests on you before the next jump. Then, tomorrow morning—”

“Film it again. And more tests.”

“Basically, yeah. If that’s okay.”

“If it helps you.”

Lyle’s smile faltered. “Dad. This is all about you. For you. All of it. If I can understand the mechanism at work here, figure it out, I can stop it. I can make it stop happening. I have theories, I just need more. The headaches are the key, I see that now, but I don’t know what they’re the key to, if that makes any sense. But I can do this.”

“Okay,” I said. “Okay.”

I didn’t ask the rest. I didn’t ask if he could send me back. I didn’t want to hear the answer, because I could read it on his face, and saying it out loud would make it too real, too present.

He might stop it. Might. But this was—and had always been—a one-way trip.






CHAPTER 15


“How would you describe it?”

I sat on an aging sofa in Lyle and Heather’s apartment in the outskirts of San Francisco. Heather sat across from me in a plush but threadbare recliner. A small recording device sat on the coffee table between us. Lyle was in another room, coordinating things with his colleagues—handling the Peculiar Case of Scott Treder.

Heather leaned forward in her chair, elbows on her knees, giving me a look of encouragement and passionate, engaged interest. I sensed her look was crafted to make the interviewee feel like he or she was the only person in the world. I wondered if she practiced it in the mirror.

“Almost instantaneous,” I said.

“But what does it feel like?”

I took a moment to answer, trying to give her something. “It’s a … shifting, or slipping, sensation, like the world’s sliding out from under my feet. I’ve never felt anything like it.”

“Probably no one has.”

“Right. Anyway, it’s bizarre, but it only lasts a fraction of a second. Then everything around me is different.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

“Okay.” She was doing her best not to look disappointed. “So, what’s it like, being here, in what is your future?”

“It’s … strange.”

“Yes?”

“It’s very strange.”

“Okay. But tell me more. What are your impressions of what you’ve seen? What’s surprised you most? What do you think of the state of the world?”

“I’ve only been here a couple hours.”

“Right, right. But you’ve already seen so much that must be unusual for you.”

“Um. The bracelets?”

“Yes, like that. Advances in technology, how it’s changed culture and society in ways we don’t even realize because we’re in the middle of those changes. It must be incredible.”

“It—yeah. I’m sure there’s good and bad.”

She turned her head, eyes widening fractionally. Eager. “What seems negative about what you’ve seen?”

A voice came from behind me. “Might be leading the interviewee there, hon.” I turned. Lyle stood in the doorway.

Heather gave him a tight smile and shrug. She turned back to me. “So, what do you think?”

“About bad technology?”

“Sure. Or good. I’m trying to get your perspective.” She sounded a little strained. I was not being a good subject.

“It’s impressive, I guess.” I was conscious of Lyle’s eyes on me. “But, if someone from, I don’t know, the 1990s had jumped forward to my time, they’d have been just as impressed. Cell phones that are little supercomputers in our pockets, coming from big CRT monitors and noisy desktops. And, I don’t know. Electric cars.”

“What about all the rest, though. Say, assassin drones? Backpack neutron bombs?”

I frowned.

Lyle stepped in. “I think Dad’s point here is that however technology advances, what we do with those advancements is what matters.”

“Yes, yes,” Heather said. She seemed impatient with me, although I was struggling to figure out what she wanted me to say. “Technology is an enabler. Technology, advances in technology, make it so much easier to kill each other. Look at nuclear weapons. Or gunpowder.”

“Penicillin? Refrigerators?”

Heather frowned at Lyle for a moment, and he smiled back. This seemed like a common refrain for them. Perhaps not this specific argument, but having an argument, a friendly one, where Heather got worked up and Lyle remained calm.

Heather glanced at me and turned red. “I’m sorry, Mr. Treder.”

“Scott.”

“I get passionate about things.”

“Yes, she does.” Lyle leaned down and kissed the top of her head. “That’s why I love her.”

The motion was so simple, so practiced, so adult and caring. The realization hit me, once again, that this was Lyle before me, my son, now close to my age and with a new wife. And here we were, talking like we were old friends from high school.

Lyle saw it. “Are you okay, Dad?”

Dad. Such a simple word. “I’m fine. What did your colleagues say?”

“They’re ready. I’ll take you to the office. The lab. We’ll run some tests, do an informational interview, and tomorrow morning we’ll observe your jump.”

“With more electrodes?”

“No electrodes. But there will be an array of measurement devices. If you’re uncomfortable, you don’t—”

“No, no, it’s okay. The more data you have, the better chance to figure it out, right?”

Lyle and Heather exchanged relieved looks. I felt like I was being treated as an unpredictable child, one who might throw a temper tantrum at any moment. That bothered me more than anything else. I was doing pretty damn well, all things considered. As well as anyone could expect. At least it seemed that way to me.

“Dad, your next jump, if it follows the pattern, it’s going to be a long one.”

“Yeah.”

“Last time I picked the library because it’d most likely remain untouched. This time, we need to find somewhere that’ll be same twenty-two years from now.”

“Twenty-two years,” I whispered.

“So crank,” Heather said. When I blinked at her, she gave me a confused look and put her hand to her mouth. “Sorry, I meant, so strange. Um … uh—weird. Sorry, it’s hard to remember what you’re not used to. People say ‘crank’ now.”

“It’s okay.” I looked at Lyle. “Any ideas?”

“Maybe. But for now, let’s worry about the tests. We need to make sure we do the job right when you make the jump. As you said, the more data, the better.”

“All right.”



Lyle and his advisor, Donald Rhineland, had set up a battery of tests for me in one of the labs. Rhineland was an imposing presence. He had gray hair, a lined face, and intense eyes that swept back and forth above a set of reading glasses. He regarded me with frank curiosity as we shook hands. “I’m very excited to finally meet you, Mr. Treder,” Rhineland said. His grip was strong. “Your son has talked to me a great deal about you and your condition. I know how unfortunate it is for you, but it has been truly extraordinary for us. The ideas your son has had … well, let’s just say he’s a tremendous talent.”

“Um. Thank you, and please call me Scott.”

“Scott, of course.” He pumped my hand once more and let go.

“You believe me? Us?”

“Oh, of course, of course,” Rhineland said. “The physics of it is all there, the intricate math of it. And math never lies, although it can stretch the truth a bit.”

“Well, thank you, I mean, that’s great—”

“Not everyone is convinced. I suffered from my own doubts when I first took your son on as a student. It is an incredible thing.”

“Hard to take on faith.”

He paused. “Yes, a hard thing to take on faith.”

“Do you think you—you and Lyle, I mean—can figure this out? What’s happening to me?”

Rhineland’s eyes grew cautious. “I think we may be able to understand the math. The science. Maybe even the how. We have a working theory, within the confines of our current understanding of the nature of the universe. But as for truly understanding the mechanism … Of that, I’m not so certain.”

“Thank you for your honesty.”

“Of course. You deserve nothing less.”

The tests felt like higher-tech versions of the ones Maggie and her graduate students had administered back in Madison. I wanted to be optimistic, and I did my best to put on a brave face for Lyle. It was twenty-two years since I sat in the chair as Maggie and her students wired me up. I was sure science and technology had progressed a great deal since then. But I couldn’t help the crawling, nagging doubt I felt as Lyle explained each test to me and to Heather. Heather recorded everything. Behind her, Rhineland stalked about, berating any of the graduate students or assistants who were too slow for his liking. Heather typed in highlights for the video and audio with her bracelet. She’d go back later and edit based on her memory and the notes. “Story of a lifetime. Pulitzer stuff.”

“That’s good.” It was the best I could manage. At least I recognized what a Pulitzer was. Small win, there. I felt like Captain America understanding the flying-monkey reference.

Most of the tests were noninvasive, quick, and painless. One measured magnetic force, Lyle said; another read electrical currents in my body and the surrounding area; still another was a full body scan, including temperature, heart rate, oxygen, and nitrogen levels.

I sat through it all with my plastered-on smile until my cheeks hurt, bobbing my head as Lyle quadruple-checked that I was okay, and I tried not to think. I did not think about Amy. About my wife, remarried, with stepchildren and a life that didn’t include me. I did not think about my wonderful, brilliant seven-year-old son who was now a busy twenty-nine-year-old postdoc, bustling around, checking everything.

I did not try to superimpose my Lyle over the top of this one. Translate the mannerisms and gestures and motions onto this one.

I kept the smile on. I kept nodding.

There were invasive tests. A young doctor named Victor took blood samples, scraped skin cells from different parts of my body, and collected saliva, hair, urine, and even feces. Each was tolerable until Victor told me he was going to take a sample of my brain tissue.

“Come again?”

“It was deemed necessary,” Victor said. Earlier I’d been distracting myself by trying to place his accent. Romanian, maybe. Now, I didn’t care.

“I like my brain cells where they are.”

“There may be evidence in them,” Victor said. He looked to Lyle.

“Dad,” Lyle said.

“Lyle, I mean—”

“You don’t have to.” He sat next to me. “But it was my request.”

“Really?”

“Yes. This all goes back to the headaches you get. There’s something there, Dad. I just don’t know what yet, if it’s something biological or something integral to the way the phenomenon interacts with the electrical signals of your brain. I’d like to get some bone marrow and spinal fluid as well, for analysis, but I thought that might upset you. I have this vague memory that you’re terrified of spinal taps. This wouldn’t be anything like a twentieth-century spinal, but I figured it would freak you out anyway.”

“No shit.” I sat back. I was conscious of Lyle, Heather, and Victor all frowning at me, but I didn’t care. They weren’t sitting in my place. “You really think it’s necessary?”

“I do.”

I held his eyes for a moment. “All right.” Lyle clapped me on the back and stood. “Lyle. How much more would it take to get the other samples you need?”

Lyle raised his eyebrows and glanced at Victor.

“I can set probe to gather all samples at same time.”

“Are you sure?” Lyle asked me.

“Better to have all the data we can get, right?”

“That’s right.”

“Then do it.”

It was, actually, painless. Victor shaved a small spot on the back of my head with clippers and applied a topical analgesic. He gave me a shot, in the same spot, to further deaden the nerves in the area. He had me lie face down with my head in a padded brace so I couldn’t move. He maneuvered a robotic arm over me. All I saw was the shadow of the arm moving across the tile. There was a hum.

“Probe is in,” Victor said from across the room. He was either controlling the robot arm via a computer terminal or watching the computer run itself. Within ten seconds the humming stopped, and the shadow of the arm moved away. “Finished.”

“Any problems?” Lyle asked.

“Extraction was successful. I will send samples for analysis.”

There was the sound of movement, the brace around my head loosened, and Lyle helped me sit up. “Okay?”

I rolled my neck. “I guess I’m just a few IQ points worse for wear.”

Lyle smiled and patted me on the back. Behind him, Rhineland growled something at another grad student, the harsh edge to his tone carrying across the room. Lyle’s face twitched at the sound, his smile turning brittle. He met my eyes, but I couldn’t parse the look. “Let’s continue, Dad. Almost there.”

There were a few more tests, as well as a personality questionnaire I took on Lyle’s bracelet. The hardest part was using the holographic keys. There was no tactile response when I pressed them, just tapping on air. But the buttons glowed with each “press,” and the response—the letter, the checkbox, whatever—appeared on the display instantly. The display was razor-sharp and three-dimensional. Brilliant and clear for the intended audience, but fuzzy and indistinct for others. Maybe it projected the image directly into the observer’s eyes? I could have asked, and someone would have happily explained it to me—in detail—but I didn’t.

By the time the tests were finished, it was almost six thirty in the evening, and I was both exhausted and starving. Rhineland dismissed his staff and invited Lyle, Heather, and me to dinner. “I know a terrific steak house. Casual attire.”

I was distracted as I thought of the faux-meat burgers I’d eaten with Lyle on my last jump and what kind of steak I might find now. Lyle jumped in for me. “That sounds great, Professor,” Lyle said. When he looked in my direction, I gave him what I hoped was a reassuring smile and a fine-by-me shrug.

The steak house was a few blocks off campus and advertised itself as a favorite place for university staff. Rhineland told me it was less than five years old, despite appearing significantly older. The walls were dark wood. Faux oil lamps made for a dramatic ambiance. LEDs mimicked candlelight, flickering and wavering and reflecting off the white tablecloths and sparkling glassware.

“This one is on me,” Rhineland said with a wide smile as we sat down in our wooden booth. Heather sat next to me, Lyle across from her, next to Rhineland. “So, get whatever you like. After all, it might…” He trailed off, and for the first time I saw a touch of embarrassment on his face.

I unfolded my napkin and gave him a tight smile. “It might be the last time I ever get to eat somewhere like this.”

Rhineland grimaced.

Lyle’s brows furrowed.

“It’s okay,” I said. “It’s true. Thank you for the offer. I’ll take you up on it.”

“Quite a thing,” Rhineland said.

“It is that.”

“I’ll let you look over the menu. Then, if you wouldn’t mind, I’d love to just chat.”

Heather and Lyle watched this exchange silently. They gave each other insider glances, and we all buried our noses in the menus until the waiter arrived. I ordered a martini, the most expensive one on the menu, and the filet-with-lobster special—also the most expensive. Rhineland didn’t blink. He ordered a pricey Scotch, the same dinner, and supplemented it with an appetizer of escargot for everyone. “You have to try them.”

I wondered who was the real Rhineland: the cantankerous, curmudgeonly scientist who browbeat his students, or the kindly mentor-grandfather before us? Which was the mask, which was reality? It didn’t matter. I’d be gone tomorrow anyway. And Lyle could take care of himself. He didn’t need me to protect him, to unmask his professor.

He didn’t need me.

At all.

I watched Lyle, trying to be covert about it, until our drinks arrived.

Rhineland proposed a toast. “To Scott Treder.” He raised his Glencairn. “The first confirmed time traveler in history, that we know of, and, more importantly, the father of my brightest student.”

Lyle flushed, and Heather gave a delighted laugh. I did my best to smile. We tapped our glasses together, and I took a sip of the vodka martini. It left a smooth trail of heat down my throat.

“So, Scott, tell me,” Rhineland said. “Is history repeating itself?”

“I’m not sure I follow.”

“You seem the best person to ask, given your perspective.”

“I don’t think I am. I barely know anything about what’s happened in the last twenty years.”

“Gone by in a blur.”

“You could say that.”

“Professor,” Heather said. Her eyes darted toward mine. “We’ve asked Scott about what he thinks is going on, with us and the world. What about you? What do you think’s happening to him?”

Rhineland leaned back, bringing his Glencairn with him. It was an eighteen-year single malt Islay Scotch. I’d seen it on the menu. The liquid hadn’t even gone into the barrels when all this began. “Well,” Rhineland said, “first of all, are we on or off the record?”

“Does it matter?” Heather asked.

“Depends.”

“Okay,” Heather said, “how about on the record, first?”

“On the record? This is a singularly extraordinary event. Scott’s experience confirms some of our most contentious theories about the basic properties of the universe. Scott has proved that instantaneous transits forward through vast stretches of time are possible, without resorting to things like gravitational time dilation. There are, of course, many ramifications to this. And there are many things we don’t know.”

“Such as?” Heather asked. She took off her bracelet and began tapping holographic keys.

“Such as, Scott’s experience doesn’t directly prove or disprove the theory of an infinitely branching timeline. Though it does suggest, at least obliquely, the possibility there is one single timeline, a single universe, which in turn suggests, much to my chagrin, to be sure, at least some form of determinism.”

“Can you explain that?”

“No, not really, not without subjecting you to a year of lectures and forcing you to read a dozen books on the subject.” Rhineland smiled. “But, in short, there is a theory of the universe postulating that every decision, every possible action taken by humans or any other creature, results in a splitting of the universe. In one universe, you took the road on the right. In the other, you went left. And things branch, infinitely, from there, resulting in a staggeringly vast number of possible universes. Every possible universe.”

“The multiverse. Sure. I’ve seen the old movies. But you think Scott’s experience suggests otherwise?”

“Again, there’s no firm proof. But the fact Scott can jump ahead and appear in a universe logically consistent with the one he left—in which there is a consistent history of him having made that jump forward—suggests a single universe. Or to be pedantic, a single universe for us. A single path down which the arrow of time flows and upon which our existence is predicated. And that, in turn, suggests a single possible universe—again, for us, those of us who exist in this self-consistent frame. Which raises the specter of determinism.”

“As in, our actions are predetermined?” Heather asked.

“Precisely. Or almost precisely. The concept would be, in short, that destiny, in a sense, works. This life is the way it is because this is the only way it can be. The sum of all the decisions and actions taken in the past since the moment of the Big Bang led to this very moment. Whatever words I say or do not say, whether I drink this Scotch or set it aside, is the only choice that could possibly have been made because it was the one that was made.”

“But that’s not predeterminism in the classical sense,” Lyle said. I got the impression he knew where this was going and added the comment at the right time to keep Rhineland’s flow going.

“No,” Rhineland said. “Not in the sense of a trio of cackling sisters tugging at the strands of fate, deciding our actions before we even know them. But determinism in the sense that what has led us to this point is the only way things could have gone—because that’s the way they went.”

“I had some undergraduate history professors who would scream bloody murder at that thought,” Lyle said.

Rhineland chuckled. “Historians will be historians. That’s all I’ll say on that.”

“Okay,” Heather said. She tapped something and the hologram disappeared. She slipped the bracelet back on her wrist and looked up. “How about off the record?”

Our appetizer arrived at that moment and paused the conversation. I tried the expensive dish and decided it tasted like rubbery pieces of flavored dirt. I stopped after one piece.

“Off the record,” Rhineland said, having devoured a large portion of the appetizer by himself. “Off the record, we’re all wondering not just the how, but the why.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Why me?”

“Yes, you are—and I don’t intend this as an insult in any way—a rather normal individual.”

“That has always been my biggest weakness.”

“And, of course, assuming there is a reason ‘why’”—Rhineland looked around at each of us—“who, or what, made that decision?”

The table fell silent. The restaurant clattered and rang and laughed. I gripped my martini glass and watched the fake candlelight dance through the clear liquid.

“Hmm,” Heather said. “That is a thought.”

“Indeed,” Rhineland said.

“There’s more,” Lyle said.

“There always is.”

They were silent a moment, the question left briefly unasked.

I asked it. “Can we stop it?”

The words hung over the table like a tangible weight, dragging us down. Our soups and salads arrived, and Heather managed to restart the conversation, this time about Lyle and where he might take his career. I ate and did my best to listen and make encouraging comments and noises. I was getting tipsy from the martini. I’d always been a lightweight, and the restaurant served it strong. When our entrees arrived, Heather kept the conversation alive, touching on various topics: their marriage and honeymoon, their decision to get a dog, Lyle’s preferences for places he wanted to work, Heather’s dream to publish a nonfiction book. Throughout it all, Rhineland maintained polite conversation, but his eyes rarely left me. I felt the intensity of his gaze, the strength of his intellect as he contemplated me like a curious specimen presented in his lab.

My mind drifted, carried along by the alcohol. I found myself thinking about what Lyle might have done if none of this had happened. He had the brainpower for theoretical physics. But he could have done anything. It was clear his path had diverged the moment I started jumping forward through time. He could have been a surgeon. Or a biotech scientist who discovered some radical, lifesaving medicine or treatment. Someone who saved lives, changed the world for the better.

That wasn’t fair to him. I knew that even through the buzz. He’d made his choices, and I should let him own them. But it was impossible not to feel like the train of his life—his predestinated path, as it were—had derailed right alongside my own.

The conversation continued around me. I was silent as the others ate and talked, and they let me be silent, although Rhineland sent more than one glance in my direction.

I watched Lyle navigate the adult, multilayered conversation with Rhineland. This grown-up version of my son. I felt wrong. Displaced. I wasn’t supposed to be there.

I was so full by the end I declined dessert, despite the many wonderful-sounding options.

“Are you sure?” Rhineland asked. “It might be the last time you can have sugarless chocolate cake.” He smiled, giving every appearance his words were meant to be humorous, a joke based on his earlier faux pas. But looking at him, into his eyes, I felt something else entirely. It was a challenge, to see how I would react. A test. I wasn’t sure why.

“I’m fine.”

The waiter, oblivious, nodded and promised to return with the check. Lyle and Heather both registered the odd remark. Neither commented, but I saw stiffness in Lyle’s shoulders, and Heather’s lips compressed in a tight line. When the check came, Rhineland paid without a flicker of complaint.

Outside, in the growing darkness, he turned to us.

“Good evening, then.”

“Thank you again for dinner,” Lyle said.

“Yes, thank you, for—for dinner, and your help, with everything,” I said.

“Of course, of course. The most fascinating phenomenon to occur in the last century. I’m just happy to be a part of it.” With that, Rhineland walked off down the sidewalk, giving us a behind-the-back wave as he went. When he disappeared around a corner a few blocks down, Lyle and Heather let out small but audible breaths, like they’d been holding them throughout the entire dinner.

“Let’s go home,” Heather said, sounding drained.

“I’m beat,” Lyle said.

I nodded. I was exhausted, too, and the martini buzz had worn off to leave behind the alcohol-induced sleepiness I always felt when I drank.

And I couldn’t get Rhineland’s smile, oh so genuine, out of my mind.

“Come on,” Lyle said after a moment, and he and Heather took me back to their modest apartment.






CHAPTER 16


Rhineland’s staff set up a tent in the center of the quad, a grassy expanse crisscrossed by sidewalks and flanked by dorms and libraries. Lyle and Heather, both looking sleep-deprived, led me into the bustle of the tent. At least fifteen people were inside the small enclosure. It was full of humming pieces of computer equipment. Power cables as thick as my forearm led out from the tent, back across the quad, and into one of the nearby buildings. Displays, like higher-resolution versions of the images produced by the bracelets, danced and shimmered above solid gray boxes.

In the center of the tent was a small clearing, into which an array of complicated and intimidating devices pointed.

“That’s where you’ll jump,” Lyle said.

I nodded. My headache was there, pounding away. I was as tired as Lyle and Heather looked. We’d stayed up late, talking, often led in conversation by Heather. She refused to go to bed and leave me alone with Lyle despite my repeated attempts to telepathically encourage her to do so. They stayed up even after saying good night to me. It was hard for me not to feel that they had stayed up to talk about me. Talk about things I couldn’t handle. Like I was the child and they the parents. It was foolish, and unlikely, but I felt it anyway.

I wore one of Lyle’s jackets. It was a warm September now, but I’d be jumping into early March, which even in California could get chilly, especially at six in the morning, despite climate change.

Rhineland, peering at a monitor, noticed us standing near the entrance of the tent. He waved us over, brusque and all business. “Glad to see you, Scott, Lyle, Heather. Everything is set up. Lyle, can you check over your instruments?”

“Of course.” Lyle gave my shoulder a squeeze and moved toward a bank of blinking equipment, glancing pointedly at Heather. She stayed next to me, hovering nearby, and I was distantly appreciative of her protectiveness. She barely knew me, but here she was, for me—for Lyle.

“How are you feeling, Scott?” Rhineland asked.

“All right.”

“You look tired.”

I shrugged.

“From what I understand, at five fifty-two you will vanish from our sight. The projected leap for this occurrence, assuming the previous pattern holds true, is twenty-two years and five months into what is currently our future.” Rhineland, apparently able to dissociate from the fact that he’d be in his eighties by that time, motioned to the equipment around them. “We’ve begged, borrowed, and cajoled all the best monitoring equipment from across the university. We even got some loaners from Stanford. If there is anything within our capability to detect, we’ll detect it.”

It was an oddly framed statement, like something a lawyer would say. I waited, feeling Heather’s attention shift back and forth between me and Rhineland.

“Okay,” Rhineland said. “I’m going to wrap up the preparations. If you want some coffee, or something to eat, there’s a table over there with drinks and doughnuts.” Rhineland swept off. I didn’t touch the food. I’d eaten in the early-morning darkness with Lyle and Heather.

Less than an hour later, I stood on the grass in the clearing in the center of the tent, sweating even in Lyle’s lighter coat, the headache worsening behind my eyes. Lyle and Heather stood outside the circle of equipment, watching me with furrowed brows, their hands clasped together.

“I love you,” I said to Lyle, looking him straight in the eye. “And I’m proud of you.”

He swallowed, and even in the dim light I could see his eyes were wet. I was leaving him, again. “I love you, too, Dad,” he said. “I always will.”

I was watching his eyes when the world

slipped

and I staggered as the ground dropped a half inch under my feet. I felt the temperature drop. The tent was gone, and the sky above the quad was dark, barely starting to brighten in the west.

I heard a collective sigh, the sound of a hundred or more people letting out long-held breaths. I looked up. The quad was lit by large, flat-panel, portable lights on long metal stalks. They aimed diffuse white light in my direction. I was surrounded by hundreds of people spread across the quad, all facing me, all sitting on the cold grass. Upturned faces and wide eyes stared at me as ripples of movement, gasps, and murmurs traveled through the crowd.

“It’s true,” someone whispered.

“He’s here. He’s actually here,” someone else said from behind me.

“I didn’t—I didn’t really believe—” a third person stammered off to my right.

Details coalesced one at a time. The clothes they wore in the early March morning came in all varieties, some truly strange and revealing, especially given the temperature. Many of their faces bore multicolored and glittering tattoos. Some tattoos were self-illuminating. A woman near me had bright green cat’s eyes. Bizarre contact lenses. I hoped.

Farther out, others stood behind the seated crowd. These were older and dressed more conservatively, in suits and dark solid colors. They frowned in my direction.

“Say something,” a young man to my right said.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

There was commotion behind me.

“Let me through,” a man shouted. A tall, thin man with graying hair and glasses pushed his way through the ring of people. “Dad!”

“Lyle?” It was little more than a surprised croak.

“Dad! We need to get you out of here.” He made it through the suits, even with a couple grabbing at him, but the seated individuals started to mutter and shake their heads and rise, drawing themselves up from the grass.

“He must speak!” someone said. “We’ve waited so long. We must hear his voice!”

“The prophet must speak,” someone else shouted.

“He’s no goddamned prophet,” a third shouted.

The crowd growled, low and angry.

“Prophet?” I asked, but no one seemed to hear me.

“Did you not see?” someone else yelled. “He appeared, exactly as was foretold. We must hear what he has to say.”

“You will not take him!”

“We have waited! This is the sign!”

“Get off me, you crazy assholes.” This shout came from outside the main ring.

“This is it, the moment!”

The crowd surged, everyone yelling and shoving. The first punch came moments later, and with startling speed, the crowd descended into a chaotic mob. People screamed and shouted and shoved at one another. Whatever linked them before, whatever united mentality that led them to sit quietly and wait for my appearance, disappeared.

I was buffeted by bodies, slammed awkwardly from one to another as my little clearing vanished.

“The prophet—find the prophet,” someone screamed.

“Get the fuck off—”

“The sign! The sign! Armageddon is come, out from the gates will spill forth—”

“Crazy lunatics—”

“We must hear him—”

A young woman darted in front of me, her nose bloody, the tattoos on her face intricate swirls of blue and purple and red, the purple parts glowing. She was maybe eighteen, nineteen years old. She launched herself at me. I threw up my hands, she knocked my arms aside with shocking strength and slammed her lips against mine, pressing her entire body against me. Her legs, bare despite the chill air, wrapped around mine. Her tongue slid against my lips and clenched teeth, and I felt the blood, running from her nose, smear across my cheek.

The weight of her almost toppled me. I would have fallen if the mob hadn’t been so tightly pressed against my back. As I staggered, her lips slipped off mine, and her mouth came across my face to my ear, spreading more blood. “I want to have your child,” she said. “I want to fuck the prophet and give birth to the next messiah.”

I jerked my head back and shoved her off with both hands. She fell, one leg folding awkwardly beneath her, and someone toppled backward over her. I heard her leg snap, the sound as distinct and loud as a piece of celery breaking.

She howled.

I reeled backward. I ran into another group of young people struggling with one another, wrestling, throwing punches, and shouting with no apparent purpose or reason. An elbow caught me across the chin and snapped my head around, the world sluicing into horizontal lines of color and sound. I’d never been hit in the face before. It was a shocking and oddly hollow sensation, like the elbow had dented my jaw. Just as I righted myself, a man in a greenish smock and built like a linebacker slugged me in the stomach with a meaty fist. The air exploded from my lungs, and I doubled over. He barely glanced at me, already turning to throw another punch at someone else. A body thumped against me from behind and sent me sprawling onto the wet grass. I curled up with my arms around my head as people stepped on, fell over, and kicked me.

“Dad!” Lyle’s voice, barely audible above the screaming around me. Then there was a flash, followed by a concussive thump I felt in my chest. The shouting around me stopped, replaced by what sounded like a dozen bags of heavy sand thudding to the ground. Arms or legs fell limply against me. Someone grabbed my arms. “Dad, come on.”

I looked through the crack between my forearms and saw Lyle’s face—older, lined and hardened with age and worry, but still Lyle. I grabbed his hand, and he pulled me to my feet.

“The police will be here any second,” he said, his face inches from mine, his eyes wide behind thin glasses. “We need to be somewhere else.”

I let him drag me forward. He held a boxy black object with a pistol grip handle in his left hand. Around us, at least a dozen people lay prone on the grass, twitching and shuddering. I smelled urine and saw dark wetness spreading from the crotches of several of them. People not on the ground still yelled and pushed at one another, but now they were trying to get away, frightened faces turning back in our direction.

“What did you—” I gasped.

“Stunner,” Lyle said. “Police issue, illegal for civilians, but damn effective. Now come on, Dad, before we’re arrested and they throw me in prison.” He pulled me through the crowd. Some of the suits moved toward us, faces grim. Lyle raised the stunner, enough to indicate his willingness to use it again, and the suits stepped back, a few of them raising their hands, palms out.

Then we were out of the press of bodies, running across the grassy quad toward a futuristic-looking building of smooth lines and glass, glistening in the early-morning sunlight.

“Our faces are going to be plastered all over the news,” Lyle said. “Damnit. I’m sorry, Dad. This got messed up.”

I didn’t have the breath to respond. We kept running, Lyle gripping my hand as though afraid I’d vanish if he let me go. He took us up the steps of the glass building and shouldered his way inside. The exterior glass was a two-way mirror. No one could see in, but students could see out. Lyle dropped my hand and we slowed to a walk, passing empty classrooms illuminated by the soft light of the sunrise coming through the glass walls.

“Where are we going?” My heart pounded in my chest. I worked my jaw a few times, hearing it click. I was nauseous from the punch and my ribs and back ached from where I’d been kicked. I’d never taken blows like that before. I was surprised how long the sick feeling lingered.

Lyle glanced at me. He pulled a white handkerchief from a pocket. The stunner had disappeared, tucked away somewhere. “Here, wipe that off. How badly are you hurt?”

I took the handkerchief and wiped my chin and cheek. “It’s not my blood.”

“Good. Come on, we need to keep moving if we’re going to lose the crazies and the reporters.”

“Who were those people?” Our footsteps reverberated on the floor.

“Crazies and reporters.”

“I gathered that much. The people in the suits…?”

“Reporters. At least some of them. Others were probably university officials. A couple others were government.”

“I didn’t—I mean, I didn’t see any cameras, or anything.”

Lyle glanced back at me. I saw with shock how old he looked. He was well over a decade older than me, now. My son. “Well, you wouldn’t. See them, I mean.” There was a heartbeat pause.

“Wait … government?”

“Interested parties. Advanced research. Maybe military. Since my papers, they’ve never entirely lost interest, although I think they’ve finally realized there’s no way to weaponize you. Come on.” He opened a door and led me inside. Beyond was a darkened stairway. He started down the steps, which were also made of glass.

“Lyle.” I stopped at the top of the stairs. “This is … Where are we going? What’s going on?”

Lyle, four or five steps down, halted and looked up at me. “I’ll fill you in. On everything. I promise. But right now, we need to get somewhere safe.”

I hesitated a moment longer, looking at his face, shrouded in shadow, his eyes as expressive as ever behind his glasses. Glasses. He was wearing glasses again. The lenses were thinner than those he’d had as a child. “Why are you wearing glasses?”

He blinked. “I liked them better than contacts, and I’m not a good candidate for eye surgery.”

“What? I mean … eye surgery, it must be, by now—I mean, advanced…” I trailed off. I was babbling.

Lyle’s look was intense. “Dad. Please. We need to go.”

I nodded and followed my son into the darkness.



We went down a service tunnel. Lyle told me the tunnels ran throughout campus, designed for maintenance workers to travel without fuss from one side of the university to the other, especially during periodic superstorms that would otherwise shut down the school.

“Superstorms?” I asked.

“Superstorms.”

We walked for what felt like miles, Lyle following first one passageway then another. He led us up a set of stairs. We exited into the basement of a different building. This one had stone floors, marble columns, and wooden walls with the musty odor of an old, well-used building.

“We’re on the other side of campus,” Lyle said as he led me up more stairs and out of the basement. We emerged into a narrow, empty hallway. “It helps it’s so early. No one’s here for work yet.”

“Where are we?”

“Humanities.”

I followed him down a series of confusingly arranged hallways and back into the chilly morning air outside. There were only a few other people in sight, all ignoring us. No fanatics throwing punches, no watchful suits.

“You hungry?” Lyle asked.

“Maybe. Not really. We just—I mean…” I blew out my cheeks. “We just ate.”

“Right. That’s right. It’s okay. Let’s just get coffee.” He cocked his head, his eyes focusing on something ahead of him. “We’re on time, even with all that madness. I’ll take you to the café. You can get cleaned up in the bathroom.”

“Café?”

“Yes.” Lyle stopped in his tracks. He turned and drew in a breath. He took my shoulders. His hands were strong, but he held me gently, like I might shatter in his grip. “Dad. Mom’s coming.”

I blinked. The world tilted around us. “What?”

“She’s meeting us at the café. I was against it. But she insisted on seeing you again. I couldn’t say no. It might be…”

I let out a shuddering breath, hearing the implications.

Amy.

“We’re…” I stopped. Cleared my throat. Blinked away the film of tears blurring my vision. “Is she okay?”

“She’s fine.” He hesitated, his eyes moving back and forth between my own. “She’s old, Dad. She’s eighty-two years old. You … she’s fine. She’s healthy, she’s strong, but you need to steel yourself. She traveled down from Portland just to be here for today. I wouldn’t let her come to the quad, and I was right not to. But I couldn’t keep her away entirely.”

“Okay. Okay.” I let out a long breath, my emotions, already cracked, shattering around me. I didn’t even know where to start picking up the pieces. I could only nod, numb. “Um. Lead the way.”

We walked off campus. I stuck close to Lyle and thought of Amy. What she might look like. What it would feel like to see her again. The last time I’d seen her in person she had wanted me to sign the divorce papers. We’d left things so badly. I wished so desperately that we hadn’t, and I wondered if that was how Amy felt, if that’s why she had insisted on coming to see me now, on this jump.

I tried to distract myself by looking at what was different. Cars had evolved again. They were sleeker, whisper quiet, and tiny, barely able to hold two full-grown people. They whisked back and forth along the roads, and I realized after a moment none of the people inside were driving. In fact, I didn’t see a steering wheel at all.

“Oh, yeah. Automated,” Lyle said. “Pretty much the only way to do it nowadays. Safer, more efficient, all that.”

The buildings were similarly strange, cut from the same architectural cloth as the glass classroom we’d entered from the quad: lots of mirrored glass and sweeping, curved lines. Ultramodern, for the most part, flanked here and there by older brick and stone buildings more familiar to me.

We stopped at one of the brick-and-mortar buildings. Lyle led me into the warmth and smells and chatter of a coffeehouse. It was comforting, a place that could have been lifted straight out of my time and deposited here unchanged. No doubt the reason Lyle selected it.

My time.

“She’s still on her way,” Lyle said. “Be here in a few.”

I raised my eyebrows at him.

He noticed my look, tilted his head, and his expression softened. “Oh, of course, sorry.” He reached up and tapped on his glasses. “HUD. Feeds from my link. A lot of younger people just get implants or feeds through e-tattoos, but I don’t trust either of those. These work fine for me.”

“Oh.”

“I’ll get us some coffee and muffins or something. Get cleaned up?” He picked a table for us and pointed me toward the back restrooms.

I bobbed my head and walked to the back of the café, ignoring the expression of the barista when she glanced my way and saw the dried blood on my face.

The bathroom was familiar and clean. I locked the door. Let out a shaky breath.

Amy was coming. She was on her way.

Eighty-two years old.

I stared at myself in the mirror. I looked terrible. All I’d managed to do with Lyle’s handkerchief was smear the blood around, leaving red streaks across my face. I had dark bags under bloodshot eyes. My hair was tangled and messy, longer than I usually let it grow. I’d been about to get a haircut before this all started.

Could I handle seeing her?

She’d remarried. Lived an entire life with another man. My stomach rolled. A life I’d been a part of at first. Then there was a clean break. Almost clean. And afterward, a life without me in it, a life I’d meant to share with her, but I had unwillingly abdicated. Now she’d had more years without me than she’d had with me. Many more.

I dropped my head to the cool porcelain and closed my eyes. I took a couple deep breaths, smelling the tinge of lemon-scented cleaning agents. I gripped the edge of the sink with both hands, and hit it with the palm of my right, the unyielding impact jarring up my elbow. “Shit. Shit. God … goddamnit.” I hit it again, then again, and raised my head to slam my forehead down as well. Then I stopped. I loosened my grip. I straightened, watching my mirror-self stand and stare back at me. I stood there, listening to my heartbeat in my ears, feeling it pulse in my temples. Then I gathered some of the paper towels from the dispenser next to the sink and started cleaning myself off.

When I emerged, Lyle waited at the table with two cups of steaming coffee and a pair of muffins. I sat down across from him, my back to the front door.

“It’s just black coffee,” Lyle said. “And the muffin’s blueberry. I know you said you weren’t hungry.”

“It’s good, thanks.” I sipped the coffee. “When does she … you know. When does she get here?”

“Soon.” Lyle watched me.

I met his eyes. I needed to distract myself. Not think about Amy. “So. Lyle. What’s going on? What happened back there, at the quad?”

He sat back and ran fingers through graying hair. “Where do I start?”

“Why were they calling me a prophet?”

“Yeah, isn’t that a kick in the teeth?”

“Or a punch in the gut.”

“Or that. Dad, listen. There’s a kind of movement built up around you.”

“A what?”

“You’re the Traveler.” There was an emphasis on the word. “Jumping forward in time to bring God’s word to the heathens. Or something like that. I’m not sure, really.”

“How?”

“Word got out. It’s partly my fault. Mostly my fault.”

“About me? About the time jumping?”

“Yes.”

“It got out before. That time in Madison with the reporters.”

“I remember. The media coverage. That doctor, whatever his name was.”

I grimaced.

“It’s different this time,” he said. “That story never made it far out of Madison. Online, people assumed it was another viral fake. Grabbing hits. Now it’s more believable.”

“Believable?”

“My dissertation is built around the data we collected when you jumped. My book, the one I coauthored with Rhineland, the one that got on the bestseller lists. Our theory. Theories.”

“Theory?” I felt dumb, asking one-word questions, but I was lost.

“Of everything. I was quite the scientific celebrity for a time. We all were. Makers of the Future.” He gave me a sad, pained smile. “That’s what Time called us.”

“What else? How’d it become that?” I waved in the general direction of the quad.

Lyle looked tired and old—a worn-out man who’d lived a hard life. There were crow’s feet at the edges of his eyes, partially hidden by the frames of his glasses. “The world was a mess.”

“It’s always a mess.”

“Yeah. Yeah, I remember our talks. When you were … here. But this was worse somehow. Then we came along, Rhineland and Chu and Phillips and me. We had proof of this amazing phenomenon, this entirely inexplicable event affecting one man. We didn’t know the why, or even the how, but we figured out what it meant. The math. There are profound implications, Dad. What’s happening to you, the consequences that arise out of it … It might finally allow us to reconcile the macro and the quantum. Even beyond. We might tie together the truly gargantuan with the everyday world and the quantum. I’m talking the fundamental structure of the universe. Theories that point to the exciting practical applications, stuff that used to be purely science fiction.”

“Like what?” I asked, leaning forward.

“Like gravity manipulation. Maybe. Maybe stuff a lot wilder than that. There’s still a ton to work out. But we published, and our theories got in top journals and conferences. They captured mainstream attention. The Internet, social media, life-shares. Pop science. People started hearing about it all over the world.”

“But … that prophet business…”

“Our theory, what’s happening to you—it went truly viral. Worldwide. See, the world’s a mess. There’s starvation and superstorms. Endless Resource Wars fought over oil, coal, lithium, and cobalt, over forests and drinking water, even over fresh air. Murders and rapes and darkness everywhere. Then there’s this. It’s unexplainable. Why is it happening to you? It’s unexplainable, but it’s real, it’s happening, and it’s showing us a path toward the kind of future we always dreamed of but never came about.”

“You’re talking Star Trek instead of Blade Runner.”

“That works. That’s—yeah, that’s a good analogy. A way, just maybe, to move toward a utopia. Some people, when they learned about it, shrugged and moved on. Some tried to figure it out, like we did, and came up with theories to challenge ours. Others, certain others, didn’t see science, they saw … providence.”

“Providence?”

“The work of a god. Of the God, if you prefer. Pointing the way.”

“So, it turned into a religion.”

“Maybe the start of one. Or a cult. And, there you are, exactly when and where you’re supposed to appear.” Lyle reached up and snapped his fingers.

“Jesus.”

“According to some.”

I remembered Maggie making a similar joke. Decades ago. “That’s not—”

“I know, I know,” Lyle said. He looked at me. “Twenty-two years, Dad.”

“Yesterday.”

Lyle’s eyes grew distant. “Mom’s nearly here.”

I took a breath. “Is Heather with her?”

Lyle frowned. Then he barked a laugh. “No, no. Heather and I divorced, ah, let’s see, fourteen years ago? Fifteen?”

“I’m sorry.”

“Inevitable.”

“This whole situation with me?”

“No. Not really. I was a stepping stone. She was using me.”

“To get my story?”

“Not entirely. I was useful on the cocktail-party circuit as well. ‘My famous, genius husband, the theoretical physicist, one of the Makers of the Future.’ When attention on me waned, I lost my usefulness. I’m—that’s not fair. I shouldn’t pretend like it was all her. I’m just as responsible. I’m … driven. As I think you know.”

“Yes.”

“At first, early in our marriage, it was fine. She came in knowing she had to share me with my research. Share me with you. But over time … you know. She expected more, and honestly, she deserved more. I couldn’t give her what she needed.”

“Have you remarried?”

“Once, but it didn’t work out, either. No time.”

“Kids?” It was hard to get the question out, hard to imagine.

But Lyle seemed not to hear. “Time,” he said, as though musing over a deep concept, and I glanced up again to see his eyes unfocused once more. “She’s a little late. Oh, wait, she sent a message. She’ll be here in a second, the car just had trouble finding a spot nearby.”

“Oh. All right.”

I heard the door to the café open and Lyle glanced up. He broke into a smile and stood, holding up his hand. I twisted in my chair. An old woman stood in the doorway, her gray hair tied back in a bun. A slender, fragile figure in a long dress and overcoat.

She was staring at me.

“Mom,” Lyle said from behind me.

Mom.

“Amy?”

We looked at each other. I could see the shape of her. I could see my Amy in the angles of her face, in the color of her eyes, in the form of her lips. But she looked so different, staggeringly different, a grayed and wrinkled version of the woman I’d known. Lyle had told me to steel myself. I hadn’t. How could I?

Amy took a hesitant step into the café. “My God.” She put a hand to the doorway.

Lyle was there in an instant, his arm wrapped around her shoulders. “Come on, Mom. Let’s sit, and I’ll get you some coffee.”

He led her to our table. I stood and she looked up at me as Lyle pulled another chair out for her.

“Scott,” she whispered. She touched my cheek, her fingers trembling. “Scott, it’s been so, so long.”

I almost twitched away. It was too raw. It was forty years in the past for her. Days for me. Standing in Beth’s kitchen. She’d laid out the divorce papers. Gotten everything ready and lined up.

I stayed in place. Met her eyes. I wasn’t sure she understood what she saw in my face, but she lowered her hand. Lyle guided her to one of the chairs. He was gentle with her. Caring. I could see the years in them, the years when all they’d had was each other. And even after she remarried, the special bond the two of them had. A closeness pulled from hardship, and, if I was honest with myself, from my absence.

It was agony. But I was also proud of Lyle, of the man he was. I was glad they’d had each other.

I stood there, swaying. Lyle caught my eye, nodded toward my chair, and moved to the order counter. I sat across from her. The love of my life.

“You look exactly like I remember,” she said. Her voice was different. She didn’t open her lips much to speak. “You look like your pictures.”

I swallowed hard, staring at her. “You look…” I paused, knowing the pause was more telling than I intended. “Good.”

Her eyes twinkled. “Liar. But thank you.”

“How—”

Lyle returned. He set a steaming cup before her. “Decaf amaretto.”

“Thank you, honey.” She glanced at me. “He always remembers.”

Lyle sat, and we fell into an awkward silence.

Amy took a sip of the coffee, the tremble in her hands making the cup rattle on its saucer as Lyle and I watched her. Then she set the cup down and held out a shaking hand to me. “Scott, I’m so sorry.” She waited, and after a heartbeat I took her hand. Her skin was cool and dry, like paper. Her bones felt small and fragile beneath my fingers. “I’m so sorry I left you.”

“It’s—okay.”

“No. No, it’s not. I left you because I was scared. I was terrified. I ran away. And I’m sorry.”

I could feel it, how long she’d been holding this in, waiting to apologize to me. Maybe this was really what Lyle had meant when he’d told me to steel myself. I took a moment to think, to pull the words together in my head, conscious of how important this was to her, and to Lyle. They watched me. Waited. I let out a long breath. “Amy. It’s okay. It is. I never—I never blamed you. Anyone would have done the same, in your shoes. I couldn’t expect you to wait for me.”

A tear ran down from the corner of her eye. She squeezed my hand again. “Thank you,” she whispered, the word coming out like a sigh.

My world split. Riven in twain by the depths in that sigh.

Two weeks for me. Forty-five years for her.

I focused on Amy and tried to see her as I remembered, tried to place this version of her alongside the one in my memories. The past wasn’t the past for me. It wasn’t that long ago for me that we’d had our honeymoon on the beach in that dumpy, wonderful old cabin. We’d made love and whispered promises and laughed at one another, at our youth and vigor. We’d been immortal.

But then, after a few heartbeats, I let the image go. I allowed this aged, but somehow beautiful, version of my wife to replace the one I’d known.

“How have you been?” I asked.

She gave a quiet laugh. “I’m fine.” She took a breath. “How long has it been for you, Scott?”

“Since we last saw each other?”

“Yes. For … for you.”

“About a week since you handed me the papers.”

Amy took a shuddering breath, and I regretted the words. I started to reach out for her hand again, but Lyle beat me to it. She smiled at him and patted his hand. “So long ago. For me, at least.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”

“It’s all right, Scott.” Amy took a slow, measured sip of her drink.

A question came on its own, from somewhere deep inside me. “Were you happy?”

“You mean, was I happy with you?”

I couldn’t trust myself to speak. I nodded.

“Yes,” she said, as if the answer was obvious.

My vision blurred with tears.

“I loved you,” she said. “You were all I wanted. You and Lyle. That’s what made it so hard. That’s why I ran away the way I did.”

“Did you have a good life, after?” I had to talk around the lump in my throat.

“After leaving you?”

“Yes.”

“Happy enough, I suppose. I had a great son, and two wonderful stepchildren. That made up for the sadness.”

Lyle ducked his head a little, reddening. But when he looked up, something behind me caught his eye, and his expression shifted. “We need to go.”

“What is it?” Amy asked.

“I think we just made the news,” Lyle said. “Hold on.” His eyes defocused as he looked at the image on his glasses. I couldn’t see what he was using to control the device. “Yep, we definitely need to go.”

He stood and helped Amy up. As I pushed back my chair, I turned enough to look behind me, trying to see what drew Lyle’s attention. The woman behind the counter frowned in our direction. There was no television or display anywhere in the café, but Lyle had his glasses, and he’d mentioned something about implants. I glanced around. There were only six other people in the café with us, but all of them were looking our way.

“Excuse me,” a man said to my right. “Are you that—”

“Let’s go,” Lyle said. He gripped my shoulder and tugged, enough to get me started toward the door.

We made it outside the café without incident. The sky was brighter, and there were more people on the sidewalk. The three of us stopped beneath the awning.

“Damnit,” Lyle said. His eyes flicked to Amy. “I’m sorry.”

“How bad?” Amy asked, her voice quavering.

“It hit national. I knew it would, but I thought it would take longer.”

“Wait,” I said. “We’re on national news?”

“We’re going to need to go to the safe house a little sooner than I wanted.”

“Safe house?” I asked.

“Figure of speech,” he said, although it was not convincing. He turned to Amy. “Mom, will you be okay?”

“I know my part, honey,” she said. She straightened. “I can still handle myself.”

“Wait, what? What’s going on?”

Lyle gave me a long look. “Dad.”

I met his eyes and had the bizarre, mind-twisting sensation I was staring at my father instead of my son, even though Lyle looked nothing like his grandfather. The feeling was disconcerting on so many levels that the world tilted around me. “Yes?”

“I need you to understand.”

“Understand what?”

“Reality. The world.”

“Listen to him, Scott,” Amy said. “He’s lived his life thinking this through. As hard as I worked to get him to forget about you, he wouldn’t.”

The words felt like slaps, but there was no malice on Amy’s face, just sadness, and resolve. I licked my lips. “So … what?”

“We have to start thinking differently,” Lyle said.

“How?”

“We need to protect you.”

“Protect me from what?”

“Everything,” Amy said.

“The future,” Lyle said.

“I don’t understand.”

“Look around you, Dad. You’re almost forty-five years outside your time. You were there. You saw it, that quasi-religious group. Your name and face are on the national news. You’re famous. You have devotees, a movement. You’re the Traveler.”

I shook my head. “I—I just don’t—I don’t…”

“I’ll explain. I will. As best as I can. But right now, we have to go.”

“Where?” I asked, looking at Amy.

“I can’t know,” Amy said. “I’m the diversion.”

“What?”

Lyle shut his eyes. He rubbed at the bridge of his nose, lifting his glasses up.

“That sounded wrong,” Amy said.

“Mom’s going to make a bit of a to-do,” Lyle said. “We set up a thing on campus. Like a press conference. She’s supposed to show up and present with you. Talk about what you meant to each other after all these years. Very showy, very romantic. Tug on the heartstrings. But you won’t show. She’ll stall for a while, pretend to be upset at you for not coming, and then leave.”

“I’m just a confused old lady, aren’t I?” Amy asked, smiling.

Lyle pressed his lips together. “This was Mom’s idea, by the way.” Lyle saw the expression on my face. “It’s to mislead people who might try to follow us.”

“Follow us?”

Amy and Lyle exchanged a look, coming to a silent, mutual decision.

“Thank you for your forgiveness, Scott,” Amy said. She stepped forward and wrapped her arms around me. Her thin arms gripped me tightly.

Feeling lost, I hugged her back, careful not to squeeze her too hard. Her body was birdlike.

She pulled away. “Listen to our son. And stay safe.” Then she turned, gripped Lyle’s arm, and started off down the sidewalk with a slight limp. Purposeful. Full of more energy than I might have expected from an eighty-two-year-old.

I made to follow her, but Lyle grabbed my arm. “Dad. We need to go.”

I looked at him. Then I looked at Amy’s retreating form. She didn’t turn back, and I knew she wasn’t going to. That’s when I felt it hit, deep in my chest, the hollow realization. I understood. Finally, I understood. This was real, this was happening. I would never see Amy again. Ever. I was going to jump forward through time the next morning and the moment I did, Amy would be long dead. It was the first time I truly comprehended it, on a basic, almost animal level—that primal part of my brain ticking away beneath all the higher thoughts and sophisticated emotions.

I sagged forward and almost threw up on the sidewalk.

“Come on,” Lyle said, his tone gentle, as if he’d read my thoughts. He propped me up, took my shoulders, and steered me in the opposite direction of Amy, guiding me with one hand on my arm as if I were blind. My vision tunneled, a crawling blackness tinged with blue and purple bursts of color gathering around the edges of my sight.

“Shit,” I whispered. “Oh, shit.”

“I know, Dad, I know,” Lyle said. He squeezed my shoulder. “My car’s close. Stay with me.”

The block passed in a blur and we were there, next to a sleek little vehicle. Lyle touched something on the exterior and a hatch slid up. I collapsed into the seat and the hatch slid shut again, leaving me alone. Then the hatch on the opposite side of the car opened, and Lyle stepped in. “Car, D-day route one.”

The two-seat vehicle hummed to life and we were moving, merging into the light morning traffic.

Lyle sat back. “Are you okay?”

With effort, I forced myself to nod. “I’ll be all right. No wheel?”

“Automated, remember? It’s illegal to manually drive on public roads now.”

“Yeah. Yeah, right. D-day?”

“Dad-day.”

“‘Dad-day’?”

“I’ve been calling them that since they started. Once they started getting far apart. Dad-day, the day I get to see my dad.”

“Christ, Lyle. What this has done to you, to your life—”

“Dad. It wasn’t your fault. It’s okay.”

“There’s nothing okay about it. Nothing.”

“I would give anything, Dad, to make it so this never started. But my life is mine to live. And I’ve taken advantage of it, of your jumps. I’m basically the preeminent theoretical physicist of my generation, you know?”

“Really?”

“Oh, yes. And now that Donald has retired, I may be the most famous active theoretical physicist in the country.”

“Donald?”

“Rhineland.”

“Right.” I looked out the window. The city passed, a sprawling mixture of bizarrely new and ultramodern buildings mixed with the old and familiar. “What happened, Lyle? The last time?”

“The last jump?”

“Yes.”

He looked out his window for a moment. “We learned so much, more than any of the previous jumps. The instrumentation was better, although of course we have even more sensitive instruments now. We developed a theory of how it might be possible to propel a living object, with the mass of a human being, forward through time. The energies involved are colossal, the difficulty and precision required of the calculations utterly daunting, but extrapolating forward, to some distant civilization with resource levels and technologies we can only begin to imagine right now, we proved it was possible. I mean, you proved it was possible, just by happening. And that gave us the start, led us down the right path. We were able to show it mathematically, to tie the possibility and the reality together within our model of the universe. We even showed why it’s exponential, or at least proposed a damn good theory to explain it.”

“That’s—that’s good. I’m glad—”

“It made me famous.” He glanced at me, then away. “And it made you famous. You’re in all the documentaries, all the pop science articles and shows, Time, all the rest. They have the old footage of you in Madison, disappearing and popping back into existence weeks later. And the high-resolution data and images we gathered here at Berkeley of you during the last jump were even more compelling. I couldn’t keep you out of it. I tried. I did. But to convince people, beyond our little circle here, we had to show it all. My thesis, like I told you in the coffee shop. I had to.”

I let out a breath. I couldn’t think of anything to say.

Lyle continued. “A lot of people still don’t believe it. Others, those who can grasp the math, see it as a puzzle, one of those interesting historical anomalies. Science fiction meets reality. Ripley’s Believe It or Not.”

“Those places are still around?”

“We’re still humans here in the future, Dad. Anyway, some ignore it, some disbelieve it, some see it as a puzzle. Then there are the others. They believe. I never saw them coming. I should have. They heard about you, but the math, the science, and the theories were all noise to them. To them, you’re the only part that matters. To them, this is, and can only be, the work of God.”

“And now they think I’m some kind of prophet.”

“Yes, spreading God’s word or something. Marching up from the past, wielding a flaming sword to smite the sinners.”

“Really? A flaming sword?”

“Maybe it hasn’t gotten quite there, yet.”

“Yet? You think it will?”

“I do.”

“Why, though? What does this give them?”

“Because of the world, the way it is now. Like I told you. It’s a mess. It’s circling down the shitter, Dad, if you’ll pardon the expression. The Resource Wars almost ended everything, and they’re still going. Look, it doesn’t matter, okay? All the crap that’s happened in the last forty-odd years, it’s all the same bullshit. This movement built up around you because you’re the closest thing the world has to a genuine human miracle, in the flesh and directly observable, since…” He shook his head. “Since I don’t know when. Since Muhammad? Since Jesus? At least, that’s what they see.”

“That’s insane.”

“Of course. It’s also foolish, naïve, and counter to the facts, to science and logical reason. But you know what? Even I don’t know the why. Or the who.”

I met his eyes, knew where he was going, but I didn’t say anything.

“I still don’t know why you,” he said. “And I don’t know who’s doing it.”

We were silent for a long moment. When I spoke again, my throat felt raw. “You think it’s a who. Just like Maggie said. You think it’s an intelligence, someone, something, doing this to me deliberately.”

“It’s too precise to be random.”

“I could say the same thing about just existing.” I wasn’t sure why I was arguing, but I felt I had to. “That the universe, all the physical laws allowing life to live, allowing stars to make fusion and not collapse on themselves or instantly explode. All that’s too precise to be random.”

“And there you go. That’s why the movement exists. Why otherwise intelligent people are convincing themselves you’re a prophet from God.” He grunted. “It’s a powerful thing.”

“What is?”

“Belief.”

We traveled for a few minutes. I looked out the window, not paying attention until I noticed we’d left the city. “Where are we going?”

“I have a cabin in the mountains, about two hours from anywhere.”

“You said I needed protection.”

“Not everyone likes the idea of a new prophet.”

“You think I’m in danger?”

“I think tomorrow morning you’re going to jump again, and this time it will be almost forty-five years into the future. Anything might happen by then. Anything. We need to prepare you. Protect you. As best we possibly can.”

I watched his face, the way his eyes moved. It was the same intensity as when he was seven, reading books years beyond his age and asking me startlingly perceptive questions. “What about stopping it?”

Lyle sagged against his seat, his entire body deflating, and again I was conscious he was no longer a young man, that he was past his middle age. He was over a decade older than I was. “Dad.” Tears welled in his eyes. “I can’t stop it.”

The words should have hit me harder. Maybe I didn’t have any energy left, any mental capacity to be stunned or knocked back again. Maybe I was still reeling from seeing Amy. But more likely, I’d known the answer before I’d asked.

“I’m sorry,” Lyle said. “I tried, Dad. I tried to find a way. But it’s there, in the math, the numbers staring me in the face. They haunt me, the numbers and formulas, all the theories that made me famous. They come at me in my dreams and swallow me whole.”

I stared forward, trying to find my way back, trying to hear him and understand.

“I dream about you, Dad. So often. So often. I dream about your disappointment. You have this—this accusation. You never shout, in my dreams. You just tell me I broke my promise. Forty years and two broken marriages, and I can’t fucking stop it. I don’t know how. As far as I can tell…” He balled his fists. “As far I can tell it can’t be stopped. The math, the numbers, they slide into place so perfectly, like chains, but I can’t break them, no matter how hard I try—”

“Lyle,” I said, almost gasping the word out.

“I’m sorry—”

“Just stop, please, stop.” I shut my eyes and took several deep breaths, feeling the cool, dry air of the car slide past my lips, down my throat, filling my lungs. In. Out. Again. Slowly, painfully, I pulled myself back from that distant, hollowed-out place where I’d retreated. I willed myself to open my eyes, to see what was in front of me.

Lyle wept, hot tears rolling down his cheeks as he shook in his seat. He’d pushed his glasses onto his forehead, and he held his face with both hands. I reached over and touched his shoulder. He jerked.

“Lyle,” I said. “This isn’t your fault. It never was. I never wanted you to spend your life trying to save me. But I know how much you’ve given, how hard you’ve tried—”

“Not enough. I couldn’t—”

“Lyle. You’ve done so much, given so much. You’ve kept me in your thoughts and loved me all these years. No one could ask for more. No one could ask for a better son. No one could be prouder of his son than I am.” I meant every word. I watched the hunched shoulders of my fifty-one-year-old son, and despite all the pain, all the confusion, the sheer, unrelenting strangeness of it all, I was proud. He had done so much, sacrificed so much, and gotten so far. And he’d done so without me there to guide him, to help him. He done it for me, but without me.

Lyle stopped shaking. He dropped his hands, leaned across the center console, and pulled me into a hug. “Thank you. Thank you.”

“It’s okay, bud,” I said, patting his back. “It’s okay.”






CHAPTER 17


The cabin was remote. The car drove us there, silent and swift and perfect through every winding turn on the mountain roads. Lyle and I talked. I tried hard to understand what the last twenty years meant for him. What they’d done to him. Two marriages, two divorces. He was elusive on the topic of children, and I didn’t press. I couldn’t. I didn’t want him to shut down on me. I had to hear him, keep him talking.

He had a host of academic and professional accomplishments, trailed by controversy and attacks both professionally and personally. And, throughout it all, there was always the specter of me. The wait, the preparation, the return. As the car drove, he seemed content to tell me about his life. The hardships, the moments of fun, the setbacks, the gains. Lyle’s life was a series of ups and downs. I had a hard time parsing out how much of it was up versus down. I had only my own life as a frame of reference, the thirty-seven years I’d lived before that first jump twenty-four hours into the future. My highs had not been so high as Lyle’s, my lows not so low. But in aggregate, Lyle’s story seemed so dark. Not what I’d wanted for him. Perhaps all parents felt the same way as they watched their children grow. The heavy burden, the sensation of my heart taken from my chest and walking around exposed and vulnerable in the world. I wished I could take those abyssal lows from him. Or have been there to lend a hand and help him climb out.

We reached the cabin late in the morning. So much had happened, but it was still early in the day. I was exhausted, mentally and emotionally. The prospect of it happening all over again the next morning hung over me. Dead weight chained around my shoulders. Lyle saw it, his eyes, as ever, missing nothing.

“I bought this place about five years ago,” he said as we got out of the car. “Got a deal during the market crash. I own the surrounding six acres. I made friends with the guy who owns the lion’s share of the rest. He likes it quiet, too. We leave each other alone.”

I stood next to the car. In the cool air and mountain sunlight the squat cabin looked homey and inviting, exuding warmth. It was constructed with thick logs, traditional and solid. I wondered if Lyle chose it because of its old style, knowing he’d bring me here. To try to put me at ease. I didn’t ask. It didn’t matter. The roof was a reflective matte grid. Solar panels.

We were a quarter way up the slope of the mountain. The cabin sat in a clearing surrounded by evergreen trees. Boughs rustled in the breeze. Broad picture windows in the front of the cabin glinted with reflected sunlight. I guessed those windows, from the inside, would provide a hell of a view of the valley to the west.

“It’s beautiful,” I said.

“Thanks. Come on. I’ll show you inside.”

I nodded and started forward, but Lyle stepped around to the rear of the little vehicle first. A hatch opened and Lyle reached inside.

“What’s that?” I asked.

He straightened enough to hand me a large duffel bag. It was black and heavy. He pulled another identical bag out and closed the hatch. “These,” he said, huffing with the effort of shouldering the second bag. “These are part of those preparations I was talking about. I would’ve left them in the cabin, but I wasn’t sure we’d make it back here.”

“What’s in them?”

“I’ll show you. Come on.” He led me to the cabin, up a set of short steps, and onto a narrow porch. The door, I noticed, had no handle. Next to the door was a gray metal cover. Lyle flipped up the cover, revealing a flat, reflective black surface about the size of a paperback book. He put his right hand on the surface. It flashed a deep blue and the door opened.

“Biometrics,” Lyle said. “I’ll program it for you, too.”

“Fancy.”

“Not really. This tech dates back to your time.” He walked into the cabin, and I followed. The door had a handle on the inside, and I used it to close the door behind us. The interior of the cabin was small but well-appointed. Directly inside was a coat and shoe area that opened to a modestly sized living room, complete with a couch and two plush recliners arranged around a stone fireplace. The kitchen occupied the rear of the living room, separated by an island bar. Stairs next to the kitchen led down.

Lyle set his duffel on the floor near the couch and spread his arms. “This is it, casa de Treder.” He pointed. “Kitchen. Bathroom. Two bedrooms and another bathroom. And that’s it. Not much, but it’s mine.”

There was something about the way he said it that made me stop as I set my duffel next to his. I peered at him. “Do you live here? I mean, all the time?”

“Yes, since—for a while, now.”

My son, here in the middle of nowhere, preparing for the day I’d return. “Isn’t it lonely?”

A shadow of pain passed across his face. Then it was gone. “It’s by choice, Dad. I got tired of the spotlight. The guest bedroom downstairs is my office now. Fully appointed. We may be out in the boonies, but I’ve got connection speeds as fast as any I had in my office back at the university. I keep up with my research, talk with my colleagues, but I don’t teach anymore, or go to conferences to get shouted at. It’s not worth it.”

“Are you happy?” The question popped out before I could stop myself. I saw him as a newborn, cradled in my arms, Amy exhausted on the hospital bed but smiling up at us past her sweat-tangled bangs. I remembered the feeling that I would do anything for him. Anything to make his life a good one. Are you happy? I should have been there to ask that question on his sixteenth birthday. At his graduation. On his wedding day.

He opened his mouth and closed it again. “I don’t know. I guess not. Not really. But what is happiness, anyway? Is it an emotion in and of itself, something you can actively possess? Or is it a lack of other, negative emotions, a lack of worry? Since moving here my life’s gotten better. I’ve stepped out of the limelight, and I’m certainly more content as a result. I can’t really call myself happy. But content? Sure. And maybe that’s as much as anyone can hope for. I miss—um. Yeah, I’m content.”

I frowned.

He moved to the duffel bags, his motions brusque as he dropped to one knee. “Come on, there’s not much time and too much to do.”

“What do you mean?”

He took out a flat, gray box with rounded sides and set it on the floor with a clunk. Next was a pair of rolled-up black pants. “Dad. We need to start operating under the assumption the time jumps aren’t going to stop. Like I said earlier, the math—it looks like a once-started-can’t-stop proposition. Now that it’s begun, it must run its course. For as long as it goes. So, we need to prepare you for what’s coming as best we can.”

“I don’t—I can’t—”

“Well, you’re damn well going to have to.” He yanked things out of the bags and slammed them to the floor. “Those crazy bastards who’ve turned you into a religion may have their priorities backwards and their brains scrambled, but they’re right about one thing. You’re special. Whether you like it or not, this is happening to you.”

“I’m not—”

“Cut that.” He said it like a curse. “This isn’t happening to anyone else. You are traveling, and you’re heading for something. God knows what, but you’re heading toward it, and fast, one day at a time. You’re going to keep jumping farther into the future, and each time things out there are going to get harder and harder to predict, or even understand. That little riot today in the quad”—he shook his head and slammed another box onto the floor—“that’s just a taste of what’s coming.” He stopped. He twisted around to look at me, his eyes blazing. “And you are going to survive, Dad. You’re going to see this through. If for nothing else, then you’re going to do it for me.”

I stared back as he glared at me, unblinking. He held my eyes until I shut my mouth and straightened up. “What…” I licked my lips. “What do I do?”

“You listen to me.”



He had me try everything on, to get a feel for it all. The pants were a carbon nanofiber weave, with a thermal interior lining for warmth. It was fire- and bullet-resistant, with dozens of clever pockets Lyle filled with survival tools: water sterilization pills, high-density food packets, on-off fire starters, a miniature welding torch, knives, folding starlight binoculars, and more. Next was a centimeter-thick skintight defense shirt Lyle said was straight from the latest military design boards, by way of the California black market. Over that, I put on a carbon nanofiber weave tactical vest with still more pockets filled with gear. Last, I shrugged into a knee-length, dark gray overcoat, heavy and warm and designed, from how Lyle described it, to survive anything short of a nuclear explosion. He even had a helmet for me, black with a mirrored visor and an almost Darth Vader–like set of horizontal slats in front. It was a cross between a motorcycle helmet and a gas mask.

I tilted the helmet back and forth. It was ugly. The prototypical function-before-form kind of design. I looked at Lyle, my eyebrows raised.

“It’ll protect you,” he said. “There’s a rebreather in there, integrated with the lining of the coat. Filtration system, too, and a water supply. With this on you could time jump into the middle of an acid-rain shower or a nerve-gas attack and be fine.”

“You think that’s likely?”

“Which one, the acid storm or the nerve-gas attack? Who knows? That’s why we’re doing this, to prepare for anything.”

“I don’t know. If I appear like this, dressed like an extra out of Thunderdome, people are going to freak out, right?”

“Thunderdome?”

“Never mind.”

“Well, whatever. Any way you dice it, you’ll freak them out popping into existence in front of them. Might as well be prepared for whatever you pop into.”

I sighed, nodded, and tried the helmet on.

He gave me boots, too, thick black things that strapped themselves around my shins and ankles. Then he gave me a backpack full of even more survival items. It was heavy, but once it was strapped on, the balance across my back was just right.

“How’s it feel?” he asked, his voice distant and muffled by the helmet.

“Heavy. And hot.”

“Try this,” he said. He opened the flap of my coat and touched something. A flexible electronic pad lit up and he tapped a command. The clothing cooled around me.

“Wow,” I said.

“It’s an integrated system, designed for broad exposure levels and controlled via the overcoat. CCTs wear these in places like Siberia and Syria, which are about as far apart in terms of outside conditions as you can get.”

I fiddled with the little pad. It was intuitive, just a few button presses to set the temperature. I switched the system off and tugged off the helmet. “CCT?”

“California Counter Terrorism. Our contribution to the ongoing War on Everyone.” He helped me take off the backpack, coat, and tactical vest and had me sit on the couch as he dragged over a coffee table. He placed the backpack next to the table and set the heavy gray box with the rounded corners in front of me. “A couple more things.”

“Such as?”

“Guns.” He popped the gray box open and pulled out a black pistol. It was smooth, sleek, and deadly looking, all sweeping lines and harsh angles. “This is a Merovingian SD-4, made in Lyon.”

“France?”

“Yep. It’s the DDM’s standard-issue sidearm. Reinforced body. Seven millimeter with fully automatic capability. Fires ultrahigh-velocity chemical-propelled rounds.” He turned it over and tapped the end of the barrel with one finger. “Integrated sound suppressor and muzzle brake, both pretty much a must with the chem rounds. It’s still noisy and kicks like a horse, but it’ll knock down anything short of a rhinoceros.”

“Are there any of those left?”

“Rhinos? Not outside a zoo.” He turned the pistol again and pressed a button on the side. A long box fell out of the grip and into his waiting hand. “Magazine holds twenty-four rounds. The seven-millimeter slugs are small, but they have such a high muzzle velocity, they hit like sledgehammers. I filled your magazines with alternating bullet types. Explosive and AP.”

I sat there for a long moment, staring at the gun and my militarized son. “AP?”

“Sorry. Armor piercing.” He slapped the magazine back into the grip and handed it to me. “It’s not primed yet, and the safety’s on. Just feel the weight for a minute.”

“Jesus.” It was heavy, too heavy for its modest size, but finely balanced. The grip had a soft, slightly sticky material on it, and it felt comfortable in my hand. Distressingly comfortable.

“Have you ever fired a gun before?” Lyle asked.

“Um. Yeah, yeah, your grand—your great-grandfather liked guns. Loved guns. Drove your great-grandma crazy. He took me to the range a couple times when I was younger, before college. It’s been a while, though, and I was never a good shot…” I trailed off and looked up. “God, Lyle. You think this—”

“It’s necessary.” He turned and opened the backpack. “We don’t know anything about where you’re going or what you’ll be jumping into. The world’s fucked right now, and it’s getting worse. Tomorrow morning you’ll jump almost forty-five years forward, and you could end up in the middle of a war, for all we know. You have to be able to defend yourself. We’ll go out back and do some target practice.” He pulled a rectangular box out of the backpack. It was about the size and shape of a tall hardcover book, but solid. The outside was crisscrossed with faint diagonal and straight lines, like etchings.

I realized, watching him, that there was more Lyle was leaving unsaid. He didn’t know if he would be around the next time I jumped forward. He was already fifty-one years old. That, in part, was what he was preparing me for. Not having him there to help me. Nudging, carefully, at even the broadest contours of this idea made my heart clench. The world without Lyle seemed inconceivable.

Lyle was watching me. Expecting my attention. I took a breath. “Lyle. I don’t know if I can shoot someone.”

“You might surprise yourself. But let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. Maybe you’ll jump into a paradise, where all the crass bullshit of the last couple millennia will finally be sorted out and everyone will be dancing and eating lollipops all day.”

I let out a half laugh, half cough.

Lyle held up the box. “This is an Afrikaner Model K-1 hunting rifle.”

“Really?”

“Watch close.” Lyle held the box in both hands, glanced up to make sure I was looking, and started moving his fingers. He twisted and pulled, and the box came apart, unfolding and extending. Within seconds I recognized the distinctive shape of a rifle, and after a few more seconds, Lyle snapped the last few components around and into place and held up the gun for my inspection. It was small and almost skeletal in its appearance, like the bones of an actual rifle. But it had a stock, a barrel, obvious handgrips, and a trigger. “Fires seven-mil chem rounds. Same as the SD-4. The pistol, I mean. I did that on purpose to keep things simple and have only one bullet type to worry about.”

I took it gingerly. I put the stock against my shoulder and looked through the scope, out the wide windows of the living room and over the evergreen-covered landscape beyond. Lyle reached over and flicked something. Numbers and readouts popped up on the view. I was facing west-southwest, the barrel at a six-degree decline, and the tree between the crosshairs was one hundred sixty-three meters away. A little readout told me the crosshairs had adjusted for bullet drop, but wind speed could not be determined. “Wow.”

“It’s an accurate little thing. With the chem rounds you should be able to take down anything from a rabbit to a bear if you have to. Just watch the kick. The rifle is so light there’s very little compensation, so it’ll hit your shoulder hard. If you don’t hold it tight to your shoulder, it’ll kick the scope right into your eye.”

“This is for hunting?”

“Primarily. At least, that’s what I envisioned. Again, preparing for anything.”

I handed him back the rifle and looked around at the various pieces of equipment, the SD-4 pistol, the rifle, the overcoat and tactical vest, the pants and defense shirt I still wore. “How much did this all cost you?”

He coughed. “Thing is, Dad, a lot of this stuff isn’t strictly legal.”

Jesus, Lyle. I almost said it. That urge to father, to scold, even this version of my son who was fourteen years older than I was. He was a grown man. He’d made hard decisions to do what he thought was necessary to protect me. But I couldn’t just turn off my worry for him.

He saw the look on my face. “It’s okay. There’s a big market for this stuff, for survivalists and people who think the world’s heading straight into a fiery Armageddon. It’s not hard to get your hands on it if you’re discreet and talk to the right people. And the price, well, I do just fine for myself. Don’t worry about that.”

I made a noncommittal sound.

“Come on. You need to learn how to do this.” He started working the parts of the rifle, changing it back into an innocuous gray box. I sighed, leaned forward, and watched.



“Okay, Dad. Remember, breathe slow, focus on the forward dot, and let the target blur. Feel your heartbeat. Let your breath half out, then squeeze, don’t pull, the trigger.”

I concentrated, holding the sleek pistol in both hands, feet apart like Lyle had shown me, aiming at a piece of firewood he’d set on a log behind the cabin. I was in full regalia: vest, overcoat, boots, even the helmet. More realistic that way, Lyle told me. I needed to get used to it all. I let my breath out, feeling my heart. The little neon-green dot at the end of the barrel bobbed between the two closer dots on the rear sights. I lined up the three dots on the firewood fifteen paces away.

I squeezed the trigger.

The pistol barked and jumped in my hand, white-hot gas bursting in a flash from the barrel and disappearing. A fleeting impression of an explosion. The firewood split and jumped back, a sliver of wood flipping up into the air.

“Good. That’s much better. You hit it that time.”

“Thanks,” I muttered.

“You’re still tracking a little to the left. That was an AP round. The next will be explosive.”

“Right.”

I moved the pistol to the next piece of firewood sitting on the log. I repeated the process, walking mentally through each step Lyle described. This time the firewood disappeared in a cloud of dust and fragments of smoking wood. The heavy pop of the explosion drifted back to us.

“Nice, almost dead center.” Lyle clapped me on the shoulder. “You’re no Darrel McKnight, but for someone with just a few hours’ practice you’re doing great.”

I set the safety and let the pistol drop to my side. “Who’s Darrel McKnight?”

“Action holo star. Kills a hundred bad guys before breakfast, then has waffles. Never mind. You’re doing great.”

I took a deep breath and let it out, trying not to feel like I was being talked down to by my own son—my son who was now older than me. I pulled off the helmet, then held up the pistol. “Where do I carry this? In the backpack?”

“No. There’s a holster on the vest, under the coat. See? Here.”

I fiddled and got the pistol into the holster. “Okay. So, now I’m a trained killer ready for anything. What’s next?”

Lyle smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “I wish we had more time.”

“I do, too.”

“I meant to train you, get you up to speed on everything you need to know—”

“I know. I know what you mean. But…” I hesitated, looking at the log, then at the clear blue sky overhead. “Can we call it good? I really appreciate all of this, the thought you’ve put in, but I just want…”

“What?”

“Can we spend the rest of the day together? Nothing else, not training, not talking about the future or the state of the world. Just, like, father and son?”

Lyle blinked. It was so much like how he looked when he’d been seven. “Okay, Dad. We can do that.”

“Good.”

Lyle led me back into the cabin. I took off the tactical gear and got back into my old clothes. Then we had a few beers and lunch. Eventually we had dinner, and some more beers, then some Scotch that Lyle pulled from a cellar below the cabin.

I told him about his great-grandmother. For some reason, I never had before, despite the outsized role she had in my memories. “Miriam,” I said, slurring only a little from the alcohol. It was night by this point, and we sat on the porch, sipping the powerful cask-strength Scotch that, were it not for the earlier beers, I probably wouldn’t have stomached at all. Normally I’d be asleep on the couch after this much alcohol, but being there, with Lyle, kept me up. “She was your grandfather’s mother. It was—I always wanted to be more like her. She meant more to me. I could never figure out how my dad turned out the way he did with her as a mother. She was so calm, so … wise. Like a, like a prototype of what a grandmother should be.”

Lyle nodded, serious, holding his glass of Scotch and as drunk as I was. “Maybe she was not as prototypical as a mother. Or maybe your grandfather had more influence on your father.”

“Or there’s a lot more influence from nature than nurture in our family.” I said it without thinking through the implications, or even understanding what I meant.

Lyle didn’t seem to notice. “I kept in touch with Grandpa and Grandma Treder.” He spoke with care, piecing out each word. “Just like you asked when I was in college. Remember?”

For me it was a few days ago. For him, decades. “I remember.”

“I could never figure out how you came from them. You were so different. Maybe a little like your mom, but not really.”

“Grandma Miriam,” I said. “I’m my grandmother’s grandson.” I wasn’t entirely sure that made sense, but Lyle nodded again. “I also—I was—my life was, the way I am…” I stopped, gathered my thoughts, and took another sip of the burning Scotch. “I was more influenced by my friends.” It came out a declaration, like I’d decided then and there of the truth.

“You never talked about your friends.”

“They would’ve come up when you were older. I mean. Younger than you are now, but older … Anyway. My best friends in school. Elementary straight through high school. Severine and Sophie. We were inseparable. They—a math teacher called us ‘S-cubed.’”

“Ha. Nice.”

“They meant more to me than anyone except Grandma Miriam.” The alcohol buzzing through my system let out more truth than I usually allowed myself to think, much less say. “We—I think we raised each other in a way. We made each other better. Encouraged each other. We were—like Amy, like your mother. We all came from homes that were, if not broken, at least a little bit cracked. Sophie especially, even with all her family’s money. In a way I think—Amy and I held on to each other the way Severine and Sophie and I did, because of that shared history. Parents who weren’t there. So, we found others…” I trailed off, suddenly aware of what I was saying, and to whom.

Lyle stared into the forest, watching the outline of the evergreen trees sway in the nighttime wind.

“Lyle,” I said.

“We should look them up.” He stood. “We should see what happened to your friends.”

“I’m not sure I want to, Lyle.”

But he was, as always, persistent. He led me downstairs to his neatly arranged office. He sat in front of a wall-sized holographic imaging system and took me on a whirlwind tour of what was now the Internet. It was more like a VR game from my time than the Internet as I remembered it. In my drunken state it was a confusing, jumbled mass of glowing electronic highways and loud, screaming ads, and I had to stand back and focus on other things while Lyle navigated. I looked at the books on his shelves, and, while Lyle was intent on his search, I found an electronic frame showing a series of still images. Images of Lyle standing next to a woman I didn’t know, and, often, Lyle with a boy. A boy with intense eyes, a boy who aged as the images progressed, turning into a sullen-looking teenager with eyes no less intense.

I turned away from the frame before Lyle could catch me looking at it. It was obvious he hadn’t intended to bring me down here before the beers and the Scotch. He hadn’t meant for me to see those photos.

“I think this is Severine,” Lyle said. He brought up an image. “This is a photo on her profile dated thirty-eight years ago. Does that look like her?”

“That’s her.”

“She’s still alive. She’s living in rural New York. Has five grandchildren. She’s been married to the same man for sixty-something years. Do you want to see a more recent photo of her?”

“No. No. Sorry, Lyle. I want to keep her in my mind like she was to me. Her and Sophie.”

“Okay, Dad,” Lyle said, giving me a look taking me back weeks—decades—to when he was seven years old, when I could still gift him with pearls of wisdom he dutifully absorbed. “My query for Sophie hasn’t turned up anything. Too many matches on her name.”

“That’s okay. Thanks, bud. Let’s go back upstairs.”

As I followed him back up the steps, I took one last look at the images on the frame, of the intense young man standing next to Lyle.






CHAPTER 18


“I’ll be here, if I can be,” Lyle said.

The sky was only just beginning to brighten above the edge of mountains behind the cabin. We stood in the clearing, looking west down the slope of the mountain. That direction was dark gray in the half-light.

The headache built behind my eyes, a crawling, persistent ache. It was distinct from the hangover, which I’d eased some with coffee and aspirin. The caffeine and aspirin didn’t help this other headache. My herald. My reminder.

Not like I needed one.

I turned, stepped forward, and gave my son a hug.

“Dad,” he said, his chin coming to rest on my shoulder. “If I don’t see you again—”

“Lyle, don’t say—”

“Just, listen. It’s going to be almost forty-five years. Okay? I’m no spring chicken even now. So, let me say this. If I don’t see you again, know that I love you. You’re my father. Always have been, always will be. That’s all that matters.”

I closed my eyes, holding him close. He was thin and bony, wiry, and middle-aged. “We keep having to do this,” I whispered.

“Not for much longer.”

I stiffened. He wouldn’t be around for many more jumps. Or any.

“Sorry,” he said. “That was stupid.”

“It’s okay. I love you, too, and with everything I am. You’re keeping me alive.”

After another long moment, we broke apart. We’d talked about what might happen if we stayed together. If I held on to him when I jumped. It was, we decided, too risky. We had no idea what would happen, if he’d come with me or something terrible would happen to one or both of us instead. I hefted the backpack and slipped my arms through the straps, and Lyle handed me the helmet. His eyes unfocused, then came back to me.

“Almost time. Less than a minute. Put your helmet on and start the rebreather.”

I gazed at him, the seconds ticking away, and I fit the helmet in place, the visor coming down and forming a barrier between us. I tapped the controls on the overcoat and heard the faint hum as the helmet started recycling my air.

Lyle stepped back from me, a single pace. “I’ll be here, if I can. Be safe.”

“I love—”

The world slipped.

“—you.”

I staggered as my feet crunched aside some bushes. I was off-balance. The weight on my back was gone, and I felt, rather than saw, the severed ends of the backpack’s straps fall off my shoulders and drift to the ground.

The backpack was gone, along with everything in it. All the extra survival gear and the Afrikaner rifle.

“Shit.” I looked up.

Five people stood before me. Or, rather, crouched before me. They wore black, militaristic clothes and held weapons. All wore dark helmets. Off to my left stood the sagging, burnt, and hollowed-out form of Lyle’s log cabin, a blackened skeleton with years of plant life growing over it.

“Well, plow me,” one of them said, a man’s voice.

“Scott Treder?” One of them stood. A woman’s voice came from the helmet. “Is that you?”

“Who the plowing hell else could it be?” the first man asked. They both had accents, the words coming out with a strange, lilting edge to them.

“I’m—”

“Contact, hot, six o’clock,” a third person snapped, cutting me off.

After that, everything happened at once.

The woman, apparently the squad leader, took a step toward me, one hand raised. “Get down!”

The other four soldiers brought their weapons up in smooth arcs, sighting into the forest behind them.

Then something with the force of a sledgehammer hit me in the chest.

I was on my back, the wind knocked out of me, staring up at the early-morning sky. I coughed as my diaphragm convulsed and my stomach muscles jerked. I remembered how to breathe and sucked in recycled air.

A crack of thunder rolled over me, though I heard it distantly. The helmeted woman came into my view, looming over me, and she grabbed at my shoulder. Her head jerked sideways, and the visor of her helmet cracked in a series of jagged, slanting lines. I thought she was going to topple over, but even as the second roar of distant thunder reached us, she righted herself, raised the weapon, and started shooting. A white muzzle flash a foot long burst from the end of her boxy rifle, streaking out. The sound was like wet cloth tearing. Spent shell casings spun through the air, a torrent of them, glittering in the sunlight.

She held the trigger down for maybe three seconds, tracking the barrel back and forth, then snapped the rifle back to her side and grabbed me. With surprising strength, she hauled me to my feet. “Snipers,” she shouted at me, our helmets touching with a muted clank. “Get moving, we’ll cover you.”

“Where?” I said, still gasping for breath, but she was already pushing me and shooting again. Her fellow soldiers were around us, firing into the trees. Tree limbs burst and pine needles exploded in green bunches. I heard the snap-hiss of another sniper bullet pass me, inches from my head, followed a heartbeat later by the crack of the shot.

“Oh-six-twenty, two hundred meters at least,” one of the soldiers shouted. “Two or three shooters. They’re displacing after each shot.”

“Got large-body movement closer in,” another soldier said.

“Cover Treder,” the woman with the cracked helmet said. “Barrage-sweep, standard. Get him to the car, and we’ll make a break for it.”

I crouch-ran, stumbling through thick, tangled bushes to the skeletal remains of the cabin. I fell against the burnt logs. A bullet slammed into the blackened wood, the impact peppering me with sharp little fragments.

“Shit.” I fumbled under my overcoat and drew the SD-4. I couldn’t find the safety. I forced in a long breath and slowed down. I flicked the safety off with my thumb, then used the other switch to change to fully automatic fire.

The soldiers fell in around me, taking up positions behind the sagging remains of the cabin. The leader thumped into the log next to me, rose, and let loose a burst from her rifle, spent casings flashing as they arced through the early-morning air. She dropped back as return fire hit the log, throwing up geysers of dirt and bursts of broken wood.

“They’re advancing, dozen or so,” one of the soldiers said. He was calm. “Going to be a plowing cluster getting back to the car.”

The woman next to me pressed a button on her rifle and ejected a smoking magazine. She slapped a new one home and turned her cracked visor toward me. “You hurt?”

I gaped at her for a moment. “No. I don’t think so.”

“Good.” She peeked over the log. Rounds slapped into the wood, blowing up more blackened chunks, and she ducked down again. “Plow this like velvet. We make for the car before they flank us. Carl, Mary, John, you lead, formation beta. I’ll follow with Treder. Foster, you have rear.”

“Yippee plowing hurrah,” one of the men muttered through his helmet, presumably Foster.

“Go now,” the leader snapped.

Three of the soldiers jumped up and started running, firing their weapons. I heard the tearing sound of return gunfire from the trees. Bullets buzzed through the air and slapped into the cabin. One of the soldiers took a hit and stumbled, but he or she kept going, still firing.

The leader grabbed my shoulder again and forced me up. “Let’s go. And shoot that ancient piece of sag.”

We ran, half crouched, me stumbling over roots and bushes and other bits of overgrowth, the leader right next to me. She fired her rifle in short bursts. I raised the SD-4 with one hand and held down the trigger in the general direction she was shooting. The pistol coughed hard and bucked, spitting out four or five shots in an eyeblink. I let go of the trigger, brought the barrel back down, and pulled the trigger again, spraying more shots toward the tree line. I thought a few of the trees bursting apart and falling over in that direction might have been because of me. We were sawing the forest down with bullets.

“Come on, plow it.” The leader grabbed me again and forced me to go faster. I tripped and almost fell but she hauled me upright with one arm, despite all my weight coming down on her shoulder. In the chaos of the jarring motion, I saw movement along the tree line. Man-shaped figures emerged from the evergreens, most wearing black and firing guns similar to the ones held by the soldiers protecting me. White muzzle flashes burst up and down the rough edge of the clearing.

Something with the force of a hammer caught me on my right side and kicked me sideways, almost sending me and the leader tumbling to the ground. She grunted, caught me, and threw me forward again. I managed to find my feet and stayed with her.

Then we were at the car, the first three soldiers crouching and firing, covering for us. The car was a hulking, camouflaged armored vehicle, a cross between a tank and a Humvee, with six large tires and a multibarreled machine gun on the top. The hatch on the side was open, the lower half folded down to form a stairway into the interior, the other half up like an extended wing overhead.

“Mary, drive,” the leader snapped as we ran up to the three soldiers. “Carl, on the cannon and start ripping. John, cover for—”

There was a brief whoosh of air and a flash of dark, rapid movement to my right. Then a missile or rocket exploded where one of soldiers was crouching and firing his rifle. The shock wave slammed me sideways and forward, and I barely got my hands up in time to stop my helmet from hitting the steps on the hatch. Little chunks of wet debris slapped into me and fell to the ground. It took me a disjointed, lurching second to realize the chunks were pieces of someone’s body, and the red stuff raining down was blood.

“Plow it,” the leader said, off to my left. She said it with icy calm, like she’d spilled a cup of coffee. She also sounded far away, my ears ringing from the explosion. Someone grabbed me, pulled me up, and pushed me into the car. “John’s gone. Foster, get your ass over here.”

“What the hell was that?” another woman shouted.

“Lancer,” one of the men said, the word coming out like a gasp. “We gotta move before they sag us with another one.”

“Everyone in the car, now,” the leader shouted.

I pulled myself forward, my hands scrabbling for purchase. I still held the SD-4. Someone shoved me sideways as I was turning, and I fell into one of the seats. The inside of the car was tinged red by colored lights.

“Sorry, sir,” a man said. He dropped his rifle next to me and pulled himself around a metal ladder in the middle of the cramped interior of the car. He scrambled up with practiced ease, his upper torso disappearing. A heartbeat later, I heard a lawn-mower-crossed-with-a-jackhammer sound from overhead as the multibarreled gun opened up.

The three remaining soldiers dove inside. One clambered up front as the other two fired long bursts out the open hatch. One of the soldiers by the door palmed the controls, and hydraulics hissed as the two parts of the hatch slammed together.

“Go, go, go.”

The car lurched forward. I fell across the seats, and the two soldiers near the hatch slammed against the wall, rebounded, and somehow managed to stay on their feet. The engine was nearly silent, but the gun overhead continued to hammer out its staccato rhythm.

“Incom—” someone shouted. Another explosion went off, just outside, shoving the entire vehicle sideways. For a terrifying moment, I thought we were going to tip over, but then the vehicle rocked back onto all six wheels. The soldier who’d been firing the overhead gun fell from the hatch to the interior floor, cursing and smoking.

The vehicle bounced and lurched and dropped. Trees and bushes scraped and grated against the sides and the bottom, the sound coming through the metal like screams. I tumbled and fell to the floor, then picked myself up and scrambled back into my seat. The other soldiers staggered into seats and strapped themselves in. I fumbled with my own straps.

The woman with the cracked helmet fell into the seat next to mine. She secured the straps around me. “You hurt?” I could barely make out her eyes through the visor.

“I—I don’t think so.”

“Hang on,” Mary, the driver, shouted from up front.

The car dropped as though someone pulled the world out from under us, the nose dipping forward at a sharp angle. My stomach flew into my throat, then we slammed into the ground. The vehicle bounced and rocked and seemed to ready to tip again but righted itself. Then we were level, and I heard the wheels hum on a hard road surface as we picked up speed.

“We’re clear,” Mary said a few seconds later.

“Head for rendezvous alpha,” the leader said.

“Roger that, ma’am.”

The three soldiers in the car with me slumped in their seats.

“Well,” one of them said. “That was a velvet-lined cluster plowing if I ever saw one.”

“We knew it was going to be rough,” the leader said, her voice steel.

“Yeah, well, tell that to John. Ma’am.”

They stared at each other.

“Who are you people?” I asked.

The leader turned a dark, cracked visor toward me. Then she gave an apologetic cough. “Sorry.” She pressed a release near her neck and tugged at her helmet. It came off with a soft hiss, revealing a young woman underneath. Her red hair was short, less than a centimeter in length, almost a buzz cut. Sweat ran from her brow, and from the angular lines of her jaw and neck she appeared to be in fearsomely good shape. “I’m Lieutenant Jennifer Hayward, four-oh-second CMC.” Green eyes fell on me. “Your son sent us.”



Lieutenant Hayward introduced me to the other soldiers. “Sergeant Boss Foster, Private Carl Reinhold, and Private Mary Zu driving.”

I took off my helmet and nodded to the other two men in the cramped metal compartment. They inclined their heads and resumed staring at me like I was an exhibit at a museum. I turned to Hayward. “Lyle sent you?”

“That’s right.”

“Where is he?”

“Under protection at the bunker where we’re going.”

“We’re going to see him?”

“Yes.”

I let my head fall back against the hard seat. “That’s good.” It was all I could manage. I needed to see Lyle. I had to see him.

“And … You are Scott Treder, the Traveler.” She said it with a capital T, like a title.

“I’m Scott Treder.”

“Well,” Foster said, “at least we rescued the right guy who randomly appeared out of thin air in the middle of nowhere.” He was a big man, all square head and jaw, with gray eyes and a high forehead.

Reinhold, next to him, laughed. His black armor was still smoking.

Hayward’s eyes were bright as she looked at me. “You know, I didn’t really think you’d be there. I mean, I believed it. I’ve read all the scriptures and live by the Word, but it’s another thing to see the real thing happen right in front of your eyes.”

“‘The Word’?”

“The lieutenant here is what you call a Believer,” Foster said. “A full-blown convert to the Traveler’s cause.” He eyed me. “You ask me, you don’t look like much of a plowing messiah.”

Hayward narrowed her eyes at Foster. He smiled and sat back. Hayward, still frowning, turned to me. “We thought there might be an ambush. But we didn’t expect the Legion to put up that much cluster. If we had, we’d have brought more soldiers. A full platoon. But a lot of our goons are tied up in ops at the Bay or in Old LA.”

“‘The Legion’?”

“Oh, right. You’re, what, forty-five years behind?”

“Something like that.”

“The Legion,” Foster said, “are the crazy plowers who ambushed our asses out there.”

“They want you dead,” Hayward said.

“What? Why?”

“Because you’re the Antichrist,” Foster said. He laughed, and Carl, next to him, joined in with a few chuckles. He spread his arms. “Hey, man. Welcome to the future.”

I looked at Hayward.

“Sergeant Foster is a plow-hard velvet dick, but he’s also right.” Her eyes, jade green, moved back and forth between mine. “The Legion is convinced you’re the herald of the apocalypse, that your every appearance foretells doom. The last time you arrived…”

“What?”

Hayward looked away, and it was Foster who answered. “Manaus happened.” He leaned forward, eyeing me like I was something from the bottom of his boot.

I shook my head.

“Northern Brazil,” Hayward said. “Comet. The day after you disappeared. Nobody saw it coming, probably because by then no one was looking. Seven hundred thousand people died.”

“Jesus.”

“Nah, not him.” Foster cackled. He wagged a finger at me. “But you? The Traveler? Maybe.”

I stared at him, tired of the same play on words I’d heard days before. I looked back at Hayward. “And this Legion thinks I’m responsible?”

“Basically, yes. If not directly, then as the herald. The herald of woe or something. I don’t know. They have a whole philosophy and creed.”

“The Antichrist,” Foster said.

“I don’t control comets,” I said.

“Doesn’t matter if you do or don’t,” Hayward said. I sensed something. She expected more from me. For some reason this woman, who hadn’t been born when I jumped away from Lyle in the clearing outside the cabin, wanted something from me, some wisdom or insight.

I sat back against the hard seat. My chest hurt, and I looked down. There was a neat hole in the tactical vest a half inch in diameter over my sternum. I touched the edges of the torn cloth and felt something sharp underneath. I dug around for a few seconds and pulled out a flattened piece of metal.

“Lucky you got some decent body armor on, man,” Foster said. “Or maybe that’s divine providence?”

“Wasn’t providence. It was Lyle.”

“Sniper round,” Hayward said. She held her hand out, and I dropped the heavy piece of metal into her armored palm. “Luck has you. They were using a mod-cal slug thrower and not an anti-materiel rifle or something bigger. Probably weren’t expecting you to have combat-rated armor on. Just using man-frags, not proper alpha-pete. Poor theo-op-prep on their part. Course, they had those plowing Lancers, so they weren’t totally unprepared.”

Her unfamiliar words and acronyms skittered across my consciousness without registering. A wave of fatigue passed over me, landing on my shoulders and the back of my neck. I had a forty-five-year-old hangover under the adrenaline. I stared at my hands. The armored vehicle hummed along, bizarrely quiet, barely shaking. “How long until we get to Lyle?”

“Less than an hour.”

I bobbed my head and kept looking down.

Hayward shifted in her seat. It seemed like she wanted to ask me something, talk something through, but she leaned back and stayed silent. The compartment was quiet.

“Are we out of danger?”

“Near enough.”

“Can we stop, just for a minute?” I took a few breaths, conscious of her watching me. “Please?”

I could feel Foster’s smug expression without having to look.

“Okay.” Hayward hit a button. “Mary, stop the car but keep it primed.”

“Roger that,” Mary’s disembodied voice came back from a hidden speaker.

The big vehicle slid to a smooth stop. I stood before it halted, and Hayward touched the panel next to the hatch. It swung open, and I almost fell rushing to get outside. The cool mountain air hit me like a slap. A breeze kicked up around me and moved through the surrounding evergreen trees, the needles rustling. I took a shuddering breath and tilted my head back to stare at the sky. Then I bent over and threw up.

When I looked up again, wiping my mouth with the back of my gloved hand, Hayward stood framed in the hatch of the armored vehicle. The expression on her face was unreadable.

“Great messiah, huh?” I stood there, looking at her, the wind blowing on my face.

She stared back for several long seconds. “Come on. Before the Legion catches up to us and executes you as the Antichrist.”






CHAPTER 19


The bunker Hayward referred to was exactly that: a bunker, underground, heavily fortified. Hayward and I watched from behind the driver’s seat as Mary drove us through a series of three immense, heavily reinforced metal doors. The first door opened, we passed through, and it closed. We sat for a minute, then the second door opened, and the process repeated.

“SOP,” Hayward said as we waited for the third door to open. “The old ROC government built these facilities during the height of the war. They’re fully self-contained, with geo-therm and long-life fission plants, water reclamation, the whole bit. They have blast doors for bunker busters and nukes and the rest. Also, for security checks.”

“Pain in the plowin’ ass when you want to get home,” Mary said from the driver’s seat.

“You’ll love ’em when the Legion comes knocking,” Hayward said.

“Roger that, ma’am.”

“How many of these things do you guys have?” I asked.

“Bunkers, you mean?”

“Yes.”

“CMC occupies four in the greater California region. We think the Legion has three. Some others got locked up tight during the NAW, and no one can get them back open again. Those inside are long dead by now.”

“Sorry, but CMC? You said that before.”

Mary leaned back to look at Hayward. They both laughed, although it felt strained, forced.

“Right,” Hayward said. “CMC: California Marine Corps. That’d be us. Okay, here we go.”

The third and final door parted, the rumble of enormous gears making the interior of the car tremble. Mary started the vehicle forward. Beyond the door was a cavernous bay, holding row after row of ground and air vehicles in various states of disrepair. Some I recognized as tanks, or at least an evolution of what I remembered from war movies and TV shows. Others were armored, six-wheeled “cars” like the one in which we rode. Still others were sleek, angular aircraft.

Men and women walked back and forth among the vehicles. Others operated cranes or small service carts. Many of the vehicles looked cannibalized, the workers gutting them for parts to use in other vehicles.

“How long have you been fighting?” I asked.

“It’s not the kind of thing that starts or stops.” When Hayward saw my expression, she smiled. “We’re the CMC. This is what we do.”

“Hurrah,” Foster said. It reminded me of war movies—back in my time—where the soldiers said “oo-rah,” only the inflection was different. Like a combination of hoorah and hurray.

“We’re here,” Mary said. She pulled the armored car around and backed us into an empty slot between two vehicles identical to our own.

“Come on,” Hayward said. “I’ll take you to him.”



Hayward led me down a series of cramped, narrow corridors. Away from the large vehicle bay, the rest of the bunker had low ceilings and submarine-like confines. We often stood aside to allow other people—mostly soldiers—to pass. Sometimes they saluted Hayward, and sometimes she saluted them. Everyone, to my eyes, looked tired, haggard. Baggy eyes. Hollowed cheeks. Haunted.

They all looked at me. Second, third glances, with murmurs after they passed.

“Why are only half the lights on?” I asked. “Conserve power?”

“We have sags of power from the reactor. What we don’t have are lightbulbs. These last a long time, but not forever.” Her tone was businesslike. I wondered, as I followed her, if I was losing her. Losing a convert to my cause. A cause I didn’t understand. “The Word” I’d never told anyone to live by.

We took a rattling elevator down several stories. The elevator car was little more than a wire-caged platform with steel cables attached to it, and I struggled to remain calm as the car jerked and shuddered its way deeper into the mountain.

“What’s Lyle to you?” I asked Hayward as we descended, more to keep my mind off the shaking carriage than anything else.

She looked startled as she glanced over at me. “What?”

“Is he a military leader, or something?”

“Oh.” Hayward, at parade rest, turned her head forward again. “I would guess he’d prefer to be known as an intellectual leader. But yes, he’s in command of this bunker.”

“I see.” I didn’t, not really, but it also felt like she didn’t want to answer questions.

The elevator left us at stairs leading down several twisting flights. We took them, me trailing behind Hayward. The stairs ended at a nondescript gray metal door.

Hayward stopped before the door. “This is where I leave you.” Her eyes fell on mine and shied away. “I…”

“Thank you,” I said. “Without you, I’d be dead, most likely.”

“Probably.”

We stood there for another long moment.

“I, uh,” I said. “Look. I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

“For not being the person you—for not living up to your expectations. Not being the messiah.”

She stared at me, her eyes narrowing and her lips parting enough for me to see a hint of white teeth. The freckles across her cheeks and nose stood out in the dim light of the corridor. She was close enough that, for a heartbeat, something in the shape of her eyes reminded me of Amy. She looked, for a moment, like she wanted to hug me. There was something in the set of her shoulders, the way she shifted her weight. Then she held out her hand. We shook. She held my eyes. “You didn’t disappoint me. You’re different than I expected. More human. More real. But not disappointing.” She turned and walked away, her boots echoing on the metal stairs.

I waited until the sound of her footfalls vanished. Then I took a breath, rubbed my face, and knocked on the door.

It unlocked under my first knock, a bolt clicking within the frame.

“Come,” a man said from within.

I pushed the door open and stepped inside.

The room was large, with a high ceiling. The walls were paneled wood, with hundreds of books on shoulder-high shelves. The space was warm and well lit. All these details came to me automatically, filed away by some distant part of my brain. My attention went to the center of the room. There, a frail elderly man sat in a technologically advanced wheelchair. The wheelchair sat next to reading table, complete with a glowing lamp. The man, bald and wearing glasses, looked up from a book. A blanket covered his legs.

The old man’s face peeled into a smile. His eyes, behind the lenses of his eyewear, crinkled. “Dad.” His voice was strong and deep.

“Lyle?”

The skeletal man nodded, his head wobbling with the movement as though too heavy for his neck. “It’s so very good to see you.” He closed the book. “Please, Dad, come in. Come closer.”

I’d shrunk back against the door. I felt a hard pang of guilt. This was my son. No matter how old or how different he looked. I made myself step into the warm room. A desk sat near the rear wall. Behind the desk was a closed door.

The walk across the fading carpet felt like forever. Lyle’s eyes never left me. When I reached his wheelchair, I grasped his hands. His skin was papery, dry, and cold. Like Amy’s had been at the café, just a day before. He trembled when our hands met, his entire body shaking, his head wobbling again. Tears rolled down lined cheeks.

“Forty-five years,” he said. He took a shuddering breath. “A long time. A long time.”

I knelt and hugged him. His thin arms wrapped around my back, and I held him as tight as I dared. He wept, silently, his heart thumping hard in his chest.

We pulled back. I stared into his wet eyes. “What’s happened, Lyle?”

He smiled, the expression pulling the skin back across his skull. “You mean to me? I got old. Or do you mean to the world?”

“The Word? The Legion?”

His smile faltered. “Please, bring a chair, and get some tea from the pot on the desk. We’ll talk.”

I held his eyes for a long moment. I stood and found a wooden chair near the desk. I dragged it in front of Lyle’s wheelchair. There was an ancient electric teakettle and two porcelain mugs on the desk. “Do you want some?”

“Please.”

I poured tea into both cups. It came out steaming and black, almost coffee-dark, and smelled of bergamot.

“Earl Grey,” Lyle said as I handed him his cup. His voice was gravelly, raw. “Near the last of it.”

I sat in the chair facing Lyle. We each took sips of the hot tea, Lyle with the slow and careful movements of the old—or the sick.

Lyle gave me a long, searching look. “Where to even begin. The world’s changed in so many ways. And yet it’s the same. People fight. They fall in love. They kill each other over religion, and they overcome the greatest of adversities. They break countries apart and make new ones again, always saying, ‘This time will be different, this time will be better.’ They drop nerve gas into the centers of crowded cities, then spend billions to save the last dolphins from extinction. They are, as always, contradictions.”

“What’s the Word?”

Lyle shook his head, a shadow of a smile on his lips. “It’s your Word. The Word of God, as dictated by the man chosen by Him to travel forward through time to spread that Word.”

I stared at him, saw the mischievous glint in his eyes. “You wrote it.”

“I did.”

“You don’t actually believe all that.”

He held my gaze for a long moment, not saying anything, his expression inscrutable. Then he laughed. It was a dry, hacking thing that turned into a cough. “Of course not.” He took a sip of the tea, wetting his lips. “But I don’t need to believe it. It’s others who do. They need it, for you.”

“You turned me into a religious icon.”

“You were already becoming one. Remember? Those people in the quad at Berkeley? I helped it along, gave it legitimacy. I gave it a Bible. Gave them a Bible.”

“God, Lyle, why?”

“To protect you. Forty years ago, I realized I probably couldn’t stop you from jumping, much less reverse it and send you back. The energies were too colossal, the math too difficult, the technology too far out of reach. So, I changed tactics. This is more than sending you along with some black-market surplus army gear. Much more. Of course, it didn’t quite work out the way I intended. But whatever does?”

“Lyle—”

“I knew I wouldn’t be around for the rest of your journey.” His eyes hit me with almost feverish intensity. “I won’t be alive much longer, Dad. I’ll never see the sky again. This chair and my hardheaded stubbornness are the only things keeping me alive. My kidneys are shot, my liver is a hunk of useless meat taking up room in my gut. I’ve survived three different types of cancer, and now I have another one, and this one is finally going to do the job. I lived this long to see you again, one more time, but this will be it. I don’t have another ninety years in me. Not even close.”

“Christ, Lyle.”

“It’s a harsh reality, Dad. But it’s the reality we’re confronted with. I realized decades ago that when I was gone there would be no one left to meet you, to protect you, to lead you through whatever the future may bring. Unless I turned you into something greater than a living quirk of physics.”

“A messiah, though?” I wasn’t a messiah or some kind of prophet. I was a middle-class computer programmer from the Midwest. Three weeks ago, I’d been finding bugs in lines of computer code that would look like cave paintings to the people of this time. I was a nobody. I couldn’t even pretend to be a messiah.

“Leveraging religion.” His voice was like pieces of sandpaper rubbing together. “The power of a thing greater than ourselves. Of Belief. Capital B. I took what had already started and I pushed it. I built a genuine religion around you so others would follow that religion, join it, and pass down the Word. So they would believe it, and believe in you. Like I do. That way they would pass it down to when you would arrive again. They would protect you.”

My heart clenched. “Lyle. I can’t live up to that.”

“You don’t have to.” He hacked a short, coughing laugh again. “It’s self-perpetuating now. No matter what you do, it’ll become mythologized within a few years, integrated into the Traveler’s story, and eventually the Word. You could screw a donkey in public and it would turn into a parable about God’s power of love and forgiveness within the decade.”

“What about the Legion?”

Lyle went still. His eyes met mine and flicked away. “The Legion is the embodiment of unintended consequences. I should have anticipated them.” This came out of him reluctantly. A difficult admission. He wasn’t used to being questioned. He was used to being right. And, judging by Hayward’s actions and words, he was used to being obeyed.

This was not the wiry, lonely man I met forty-five years ago, much less the mousy, brilliant little boy from my memories.

“They think I’m the Antichrist,” I said.

“Yes. In retrospect, it’s a natural evolution, a reaction to or byproduct of your status. For every person who believes, there will be another who refuses to believe. That much I understood and included in my calculations. But I overlooked those who would believe, but would believe in the opposite, who would see the emergence of a new prophet of God as a challenge to the old, ‘true’ Son of God.”

“So, now, I have people who want me alive and expect me to tell them some Word of God, and another bunch of people who want me dead because I’m a false prophet. And the ones who want me dead are right.”

“Not right.” The words triggered something, and he started coughing, the force of it building until I jumped forward and took his tea before it spilled. It took a minute for the fit to subside. He leaned back in his wheelchair. “They are not right.”

“I’m no prophet of God.”

“No. But you are, undeniably and unequivocally, special. Unique.” He coughed, but it was less severe. “Although, of course, we can’t know that for sure. But you are the only person on record who has ever experienced this phenomenon. You travel through time, jumping across the years, seeing wonders as history unfolds its secrets before you, like petals of a flower opening…”

“Lyle, you need rest now.” I set both mugs on the reading table. As I did so, his hand grasped my wrist with surprising, urgent strength.

“Listen to me now, Dad. Listen to me because you owe me.”

“I never asked for this—”

“Listen. As much as you don’t want to admit it, as much as you’d like to run away from it or bury your head in the sand and let it happen to you, you are goddamn special. You are chosen, whether by God or the universe or just some random series of events. It doesn’t even matter by whom or what. You are chosen, and this is happening. You need to wake up and understand the significance of this. And of what’s to come.”

“What do you want from me?”

He let go and sagged against the padded seat of the wheelchair. “I want us to try, one more time. One more attempt.”

“What?”

He bid me closer with one hand, and I leaned in. “The headaches.”

“What about them?”

“You get them before every transit.”

“Yes. Since the beginning.”

“They’re the key.”

“You said that before.”

“And I was right. Decades ago, I was right. I just gave up too early.”

I felt the hairs rise along my neck, along my arms. “What are you saying?”

“That I might—might—be able to stop it.”

“My God, Lyle—”

“We’re going to try. I have everything set up. But if it fails.” He coughed again. “If it fails, you have to promise me something.”

“What?”

“If you keep jumping, despite my work, I want you to live.”

“Lyle.”

“Promise me. Live to see this through to wherever and whenever it ultimately takes you. You have a chance, Dad, an opportunity, greater than any in history, to see history itself, from the outside. And no matter how far down the rabbit hole goes, you will see it through to the very end. We’ll stop it if it can be stopped. I’ve devoted my life to stopping it. But if it can’t be stopped, you need to wake up. Dad. Listen. Really listen. It’s time to open your eyes. It’s time to see what’s happening to you. Truly see it.”

I felt my hackles go up. That old familial anger. I couldn’t help it. My son, talking down to me. I had to control my breathing. Fall back on what my grandmother taught me. “You don’t think I see it?”

“No. No, I don’t.” Another cough stopped him and for a moment left him breathless. When he resumed, his voice was low, scratchy. “I think you’re convinced, deep down, this is all a dream. Or a nightmare. Or maybe you think you’ve died, and these last few weeks have been the last microseconds of your life, compressed and elongated by the random firing of your dying synapses. But here’s the hard truth of it all, Dad: This. Is. Real. Reality, right here. It’s past time to stop sleepwalking through this.” He took a shuddering breath and looked at me with an expression like steel, tempered by an undeniable, ever-present love. “I’m almost ninety-six years old.”

I saw it. The chair. The skeletal appearance. The coughing. It was all obvious, of course. I just hadn’t wanted to see. Hadn’t wanted to smell it. The sweated-out medications and the distinctive body odors. It was sickly sweet, but beneath, lurking deeper, was something more. Acrid, coppery. He smelled the way my grandmother smelled in the hospital all those years ago.

He smelled of death.

Lyle was dying, and not in some distant future. His body was failing him, and he was going to die soon. He’d pushed himself hard to live this long. To see me one last time.

“The life I’ve lived wasn’t necessarily the one I wanted,” he said. “But I don’t have any regrets. I don’t. Presented with the same variables, the same options, I would come to the same conclusions, the same decisions, and I would do it all again. In a heartbeat. I just wish I’d figured some things out a little sooner.”

I bent my head. His fingers brushed my face, down my cheek and chin. “I didn’t want you to do this for me,” I said. “Goddamnit, Lyle, I told you not to. I told you not to give up your life trying to save me.”

“And I went … and I did it … anyway, didn’t I? Because you’re my father. The only one I ever got. And the only one I ever wanted.”

My eyes welled and spilled over.

“Now,” Lyle whispered. “Dad. Promise me. Promise me that if it doesn’t work, and you keep jumping forward, you see it through to the end. Promise me that much.”

“Goddamnit.” What he’d done, what he’d gone through, and who he was—I couldn’t refuse him. I never could. What parent would say no to their child in this situation? How could I tell him no, I won’t keep trying, after he’d given me so much? And I, in turn, had failed him in so many ways. “I promise. I promise, Lyle.”

“All right. Okay.” He let out a breath, as though I’d taken a weight off his thin shoulders. “Okay. Dad, I need to rest. While I do, you need to get prepared. Just in case. As always, just in case. Go to my bedroom. On the wall, behind the clock, is an electronic keypad. Old school. Your birthday is the code. You’ll find everything you need.” He gestured to the wooden door by his desk. “We’ll talk some more when you’re done. We’ll make the preparations. We’ll use the Second Device.”

The Second Device.

Lyle gestured toward the door. “We’ll talk more later.”






CHAPTER 20


Lyle put his head back and fell asleep. It reminded me, in a bizarre and slanting way, of when he was a baby, how he switched off as soon as we laid him in the crib. In this, he’d a made a complete circle in his life.

I walked, dazed, and opened his bedroom door. Stepped in. Looked around the room until I found the wall clock. I slid it aside, found the keypad, and punched in the MMDDYYYY of my birthday. There was a hissing noise, and the wall next to his bed popped open. Another door. I stepped into a workroom and the door shut behind me. The moment it closed, the lights came on and Lyle’s voice came over a speaker in the wall.

“Dad. According to my own estimates and the prognosis from my medical support machinery, I have months, at most, to live. It is my greatest fear I will expire before you arrive and before I can complete the Device. If that is the case, I am sorry. I held out against the end for as long as I could, if only to see you one last time. I’ve left this message as a hedge against the possibility I will die before you arrive. I have so much I could tell you, so much to explain about the last forty-five years, but I must limit myself to those things you need to know to survive.”

I closed my eyes.

“I cannot predict what you will see, what you will experience, if we can’t stop the transits. Should it happen, your next jump will cover nearly ninety years, a length of time roughly equivalent to the span of my entire living memory. The world has changed so much in the last ninety years I cannot even guess what it will be like in ninety more. But I can see what has not changed, and project from there to what I expect will remain the same. Namely: violence and anguish, greed and heartbreak. Bearing these hard truths in mind and given the unknown efficacy of the mechanisms involved in my attempt to disrupt your time transits—after all, you are the only test subject—I’ve fashioned you these gifts. Before you are the materials I managed to buy, steal, or manufacture for you over the last few decades. Use them. If you continue forward, they may be the most technologically advanced items on the face of the planet, or they may be pieces of junk a century out of date. Neither would surprise me, because the course of human history can no longer shock me. In any case, they’ll help protect you.”

His recorded voice stopped. I took a steadying breath. The small workroom was lined with wire shelves and cages of equipment. And guns. In the middle of the room was a glass case. Inside was what looked like a wet suit: black, shriveled, and hanging, but in the shape of a man, with arms and legs. I stood and peered at it for a long moment, conscious of my own haggard appearance reflected in the glass. I’d showered and shaved at Lyle’s cabin in the morning before my jump. Forty-five years ago. But since then, I’d been shot, participated in my first gun battle, and puked. And I still felt hungover from the beer and Scotch. I didn’t look great.

On impulse, I stepped closer, and Lyle’s recorded voice again came through the speaker.

“Inside this case is a cylindrical-fullerene-weave armored skinsuit with a computerized matrix sewn into the interior layers. You can think of it as a skintight, diamond-threaded armor, one of a kind, highly resistant to damage, both kinetic and penetrating, with environmental compensatory characteristics. Included in the case is an earpiece, which is linked to the computer in the skinsuit. Both are powered by batteries with an operable lifespan of approximately fifty years. To the right of the case, on the wall, is the exoskeleton portion. Wear the skinsuit directly over your skin, and the exoskeleton portion on top of that. The exoskeleton will augment your strength and speed and provide further protection from impacts. There is a helmet with a full sensor suite that links to the skinsuit on top of the exoskeleton.”

I stared at the exoskeleton, which looked like industrial machinery crossed with an insect.

“There is, as well,” Lyle’s voice said, “an electromag pulse machine pistol in the case by the exoskeleton. It fires armor-piercing explosive five-millimeter darts at twenty darts per second. I’ve included several two-hundred-dart self-dispensing ammo cartridges. The operation is very similar to the SD-4 pistol I gave you before your last jump. Use them both. There are additional magazines for your SD-4 as well, again loaded with alternating explosive and armor-piercing rounds.”

The recorded voice made me uncomfortable, off-balance. Lyle had been planning to give me these items for years, even decades. He may have recorded these instructions long ago. His voice was clear and strong, capable, with no hint of a cough or rasp.

I rubbed my eyes. Then, because it was what Lyle wanted, I started taking off the body armor Lyle had given me forty-five years earlier.



The skinsuit went on like a tight glove. I pulled it on as though it was a wet suit, and when I shrugged into the arms it surprised me by constricting, tightening across the entire surface of my skin from my toes to the tips of my fingers and all the way to the base of my jawline. For a moment I panicked as I imagined the suit crushing me like a boa constrictor. Then it beeped and relaxed. Not entirely, but enough to allow me unrestricted movement. A second skin.

A robotic voice spoke from a hidden speaker somewhere on the chest of the skinsuit, making me jump. “Skinsuit uplink established. Diagnostics performed: power levels, one hundred percent; computational capacity, one hundred percent; wearer protection, forty percent. Please don exoskeleton segment, earpiece, and helmet to achieve one hundred percent operational capacity and protective ability.”

I slipped the earpiece into my ear. It beeped. Then: “Testing.” This voice felt more familiar, more human. It came across as a woman’s voice, clear-spoken and with a hint of an English accent. “Volume?”

“Um. Fine?”

“Calibrating. Thank you. Welcome to your new Mark 7C Personal Defense and Strength Augmentation System. You may refer to me as Suit or give me another name. What may I call you?”

“Scott. Call me Scott.”

“Pleased to meet you, Scott. Would you like to run through the standard systems calibration setup to give your Personal Defense and Strength Augmentation System its full operational effectiveness?”

“Can we do that later?”

“Certainly. It is, however, strongly recommended we perform the systems calibration setup before engaging in combat.”

“I’ll keep that in mind, thanks.”

“It is also recommended you immediately don the Mark 7C exoskeleton segment of your Personal Defense and Strength Augmentation System, including the provided PDSAS Mark 5A helmet.”

I sighed. “Okay.”

The exoskeleton was easy to put on. It unfolded for me when the skinsuit sent it a signal, a metallic origami statue spreading neatly apart. Obeying the skinsuit’s patient instructions, I stepped backward into the open exoskeleton. It folded itself around me, linking back up and forming a flexible grid of metal lines across my chest, stomach, shoulders, arms, legs, and back. The grid even ran down my fingers, and when I held up my arm and clenched my fist, I could feel the additional strength conveyed by the exoskeleton.

The skinsuit computer calibrated the exoskeleton by having me do high steps in place while I waved my arms back and forth. If the computer had a sense of humor, it was secretly laughing at me as I went through the motions. It pronounced the exoskeleton ready and asked me to put on the helmet. I set the sleek, jet-black, military-style thing over my head and was plunged into darkness. A half second later the faceplate adjusted itself in front of my eyes, providing a crystal clear view.

“Your PDSAS Mark 7C includes several advancements in survival and combat effectiveness since the previous iteration of the system. Would you like to see a demo or walk through a virtual scenario designed to illustrate these enhancements?”

“No, I’m done for now. Let me out of the exoskeleton.” I pulled off the helmet.

“Are you sure? As your PDSAS, it is incumbent on me to remind you your physical safety may be compromised by removing the exoskeleton segment. The exoskeleton helps protect you from bodily perforation due to enemy gunfire and—”

“Jesus. I’ll keep that in mind, ah, ‘Suit,’ but let me out for now, please.”

“Yes, sir.”

The exoskeleton unfurled itself from around me. I stepped out of the metal embrace and let out a breath. I started to pull off the skinsuit as well.

“Sir, the skinsuit portion of your PDSAS may remain in place under your regular garments.”

“That’s okay. Let me—”

“It is by order of this PDSAS’s Commanding Entity that the skinsuit remain on your person at all possible times.”

“Commanding Entity?”

“In this case, Lyle Treder.”

“Fine.” I pulled my old clothes on over the skinsuit and stood for an awkward moment, contemplating whether to pull out the little earpiece. I left it in and walked out of the workroom, leaving the exoskeleton standing there like an abstract metal art piece.

Lyle was still asleep when I got back to the main room. I found a more comfortable-looking recliner near the fake fireplace and dragged it over to Lyle’s central medical chair. Then I fell into the thick cushions. I hadn’t slept well in days. I’d barely slept at Lyle’s cabin. How could I sleep? How could anyone? But I couldn’t resist it forever.

It took me down before I realized it.



Lyle’s voice woke me. “Dad.”

I dragged my eyes open to find Lyle sitting up. The blanket was still wrapped around his legs, but he looked stronger. The color was back in his cheeks. He smiled as I struggled upright in the chair.

“Sorry, bud. How long was I asleep?”

“Five or six hours. You needed it.”

“So did you, I think.” I stood and stretched.

He saw the edge of the skinsuit under my shirt. “How do you like Iron Maiden?”

“Huh?”

“The P-D-S-A-S. The suit.”

“Oh, yeah. Iron Maiden, that’s clever.”

“No spikes in this one, though.”

“Not so far anyway. No, it’s—it’s great. Thanks.”

“It’s a stuck-up pain in the ass. It’s based on a CMC standard personal armor template, and they loved putting every rule in the military handbook into the computer control system when they built those things. But it’ll protect you.” Lyle’s smile faded a little. “If we can’t stop it.”

I peered at him. This ancient version of my son. “How are we going to stop it?”

“The Second Device.”

“And that is…?”

“I’ll show you.”

His wheelchair was powered. He led me through the main door, where the wheelchair used rotating, gear-like mechanisms to walk him up the stairs, keeping him level and comfortable the entire time. All I had to do was walk next to him. From there we returned to the elevator. We descended several floors, and Lyle rebuffed my questions with a wave of his hand. “Just wait.”

When the elevator stopped, I followed Lyle down a wide, featureless gray corridor, his chair whirring. The corridor could have been in the interior of any building, but it felt deep underground. I knew we were just that—deeply underground—but something added to the feeling, some weight in the artificial tinge of recirculated, air-conditioned air. The way sound felt dampened.

At the far end of the corridor was another bank-vault-style door. It opened with a hiss as Lyle’s chair approached. Lyle rolled through the doorway without pausing, and I followed, taking in the next room. It was spacious, with high, arcing ceilings. Lights overhead flickered on as we entered, big flat panels that curved with the ceiling and evenly lit the space below. In that space, resting on brushed-metal flooring, was Lyle’s Second Device.

The Second Device stood eight or nine feet tall. It was, like the first Device, built like a cage. But this one was much more complex than the one Lyle had constructed out of spare parts in Amy’s basement in Portland. The metal of the cage was a deep, shiny black. Bars arched upward and were riddled with protrusions that had their own protrusions in turn. It was almost organic. A metallic tree that had grown around a vaguely human-shaped interior object.

“I called it Yggdrasil for a while,” Lyle said. “But that seemed too dark. So, Second Device it is.”

“It’s incredible. How does it work? Or should I even ask?”

“It’s the headaches that tipped me off. It’s probably not worth going into the technical details. But it has to do with the quantum waveform unique to your mental bio-substrate.”

I raised my eyebrows at him. “That sounds a little like what Maggie said. She dismissed it.” Her words, spoken only ten days ago for me, were clear in my head.

“She was missing information. All this was the product of decades of research. A breakthrough. I had to ask myself, what was this unknown force latching on to you so accurately? Not why, not even how, but what. There had to be something, some connection. I had posited this as early as my graduate school days. I couldn’t nail it down. I gave up so many times. Set up different mechanisms to protect you. The Word. Co-opting my part of the CMC. But I kept returning to the core problem. And I found it. That connection to the quantum field, the unique waveform making you, you. Your consciousness. All sentient creatures have one. It defines consciousness. It’s that thing which makes us. ‘I think, therefore I am.’”

“And?”

“And,” Lyle said, his voice quiet, “this will disrupt that waveform.”

“Disrupt?”

“Temporarily. During the transit period.”

“I, uh … I don’t get this, Lyle, obviously. It’s way over my head. But disrupt? Disrupt the thing that makes me, me?”

“I know it sounds dangerous. And it probably is, in a way. But I’ve tested it. On myself, on others. Volunteers, like Jennifer, the soldier who brought you to me. There are no ill effects we can discern. You’ll feel nauseous and—and ‘weird’ is the only way to describe it. But, if my theory holds true, the temporary disruption will prevent this thing from latching on to you. You won’t jump forward.”

“Will I have to go in it every morning for the rest of my life?”

When I looked up, Lyle had a surprised look on his face, like I’d asked something he thought beyond me. “Well, yes. Possibly. If it works, we’ll take measurements and do analysis. There’s a chance that after it’s disrupted once, this thing, the energy source latching itself on to you, will pass. It will have become dislodged in space-time from your quantum waveform. Permanently. And, if not, then, yes. You’ll have to stand in this thing every day.” He gave me a rueful smile and spread his thin, liver-spotted hands. “In which case, maybe ‘Yggdrasil’ was a better name, after all. But, come. Now that you’ve seen it, I want to spend the rest of the day with you. Just in case it doesn’t work. I want to spend it with my old man.”

I forced myself to smile and allowed Lyle to lead the way back to his room in the upper levels of the bunker.






CHAPTER 21


We talked.

We talked about everything. I tried to learn as much as I could about him, about his life. He was open and detailed about some things, closed and guarded about others. It was impossible for me to know what would shut him down, so I kept trying. We talked throughout my dinner—a military-style, vaguely beef-flavored MRE—and on into the night. We stopped so I could shower in Lyle’s private but barely used bathroom, which was set off from his main chamber. The soap was ancient and gritty, and the water had a slimy feel to it. Recirculated, Lyle told me when I asked after I finished. Wastewater, filtered and reused.

We fell back into our conversation after my shower. He repeated himself, telling me things he’d mentioned before the shower, or going over the same things he’d said on the tape in his hidden workroom. And he contradicted himself, particularly about events in his past. I didn’t try to correct him. As hard as it was for me to reconcile, he was over ninety years old. He was older than Amy had been at the café. He was older than my own parents had been on the video call I’d made when Lyle was eighteen. It was amazing his mind was operating as well as it was. A few memory problems here and there were nothing significant.

He was sick, though. That much was abundantly clear. He didn’t eat when I did and never used the bathroom. I could not help but smell what I had earlier, that scent of death. The chair was keeping him alive in more ways than one. But he shrugged this off. “I lived to see you again.”

He was still elusive about his own children, and I didn’t know why. Why hold that back? It was as though he feared that if his Second Device failed, and I jumped forward again, I’d go looking for my great-great-whatever-grandchild. And that was a bad thing. I thought about the intense young man I’d seen in the photos in Lyle’s cabin, and I wanted to know more. But I didn’t press. There were too many other things to discuss. And maybe, in a way, he was right. Maybe it was better if I stayed out of my descendants’ lives. I’d certainly screwed up Lyle’s.

He had a lot to get off his chest.

“I gave up on you.” The lights were dim. It was nighttime outside the bunker. We drank tea, and I could tell he was tired. But he refused to go to sleep. “On your problem. The problem.”

“I wanted you to.”

“I know. And I used that as an excuse. ‘Dad wanted me to give up, so it’s okay.’ But that’s all it ever was. An excuse. I always came back to it. My mind wouldn’t let go.”

Tea leaves swirled as I rotated the mug. “I wanted you to live your life.”

“I have. I’ve lived. Look at all this. I’ve lived a dozen lives. I’ve been a famous scientist, a charlatan, a military leader, a prophet. Your prophet.”

I frowned.

“And it’s all thanks to you.” Lyle paused. “Dad. Look at me.”

I forced my head up. I met the yellow-tinged eyes of my ancient son.

“I regret nothing. I. Regret. Nothing.” He held my eyes. I felt the force of him, his strength, his personality, his intelligence, there and vibrant despite his ninety-plus years and multiple illnesses.

I was stunned by him. By his strength. I hated what this thing, this jumping through time, had done to us. But I was awed that he still felt the same way, even now, forty-five years on from when we’d seen each other last.

“Thank you, bud,” I said, and he nodded as though satisfied.

We kept talking late into the night, until he fell asleep.

I sat for a long time, staring off into space, listening to the gentle hum of the machinery that was keeping him alive. I allowed myself, briefly, to wonder. What if Lyle did stop the transits? What if I did need to spend the rest of my life standing every morning in the Second Device? Living out the rest of my days underground, in this war-ravaged and unfamiliar future where I was the focal point of an entire religion. And where a second group of apparently well-armed individuals wanted me dead.

I was honest with myself, there in the dim light, deep underground. I was terrified of continuing forward into the future, but I was equally frightened of what could happen if the Second Device worked. What if the Second Device stopped it, and Lyle died in the next few days? Was I ready to bury him? My ninety-five-year-old son? I stared at him as he slept and saw my Lyle in the bones of his face. It could have been my imagination, or a trick of the light. But I could see the boy he’d been. My boy.

It took hours, but I eventually let myself go and fell asleep in the chair next to him.



An alarm woke me. It pulled me up out of a deep sleep with a grating, nails-on-a-chalkboard shriek. Lyle woke to it as well and, with an irritated wave of his hand, shut it off. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay, bud.” I stretched. My back ached from the sleep in the chair.

“I was never a morning person.” His voice was raw and scratchy. He coughed after he spoke. I tried not to let my worry for him show.

He made me eat another terrible-tasting old MRE, this one flavored like eggs. Then he made me fully suit up with the PDSAS.

“We have to be prepared in case it doesn’t work.” He watched as I folded myself back into the embrace of the exoskeleton. I put the guns on, too—the old pistol he’d given me at the cabin, and the new machine dart-gun thing, all wicked curving lines. He made me strap the spare magazines of ammunition directly to the exoskeleton, as close as possible to my skin. We’d learned our lesson with the backpack.

Lyle let me leave the helmet off until we returned to the Second Device.

I expected an audience when we got there, but we were alone in the cavern. Lyle sat in the medical chair as the time ticked down. He controlled the Second Device with gestures. Cameras or sensors embedded in the walls picked up the commands.

The headache built behind my eyes.

“Put the helmet on,” Lyle said. “Just in case. Remember, Dad. If this doesn’t work, this chamber should still be here in ninety years, all but untouched. You’ll be safe. Safer than transiting outside. Okay? Step into the Second Device.”

I slid the helmet over my head. It sealed and went transparent, at least from the inside, giving me a clear view of the room. Then, taking a deep breath of the air recirculating within the suit, I stepped into the cage-like structure.

“It’s five forty-five,” Lyle said, raising his rasping voice. I looked at him as a hinged cover—composed of skeletal, dark-metal struts—folded over the opening I’d stepped through. “I’m switching over to active. It’ll feel a little weird.”

He turned the Second Device on.

“Weird” was insufficient. It was pure disassociation, like a god reached inside and plucked me out—pulling me away from my body. But the thing that was me was stubbornly attached to my body and wouldn’t let go. I didn’t see my own body from a distance so much as felt it at a distance. I stumbled, catching myself by pure reflex, one exoskeleton-enhanced hand grasping at the metal structure of the Second Device. Or rather, my body did—only after it happened did I realize I needed to do it, to reach out and catch myself.

“Dad?”

“I’m okay,” I heard myself say, and a fraction of a second later I decided to say it.

“Are you sure?”

“My headache’s gone,” my body said, and I realized it was.

“That’s good,” Lyle said. “That means it’s working. Hopefully. Just a few minutes of this. I know it’s bizarre.”

My body took a breath and straightened, stepping back from the edges of the Second Device, the dark metal giving off its own purplish illuminance and thrumming. A heartbeat later, I thought it might be a good idea to let go of the structure of the Device, seeing as how it was glowing and starting to make noise.

“I’m doing things before I decide to do them,” my body mumbled, then I thought about saying it.

“I know, Dad. We all do, all the time. It’s been measurable for a century, although the science is controversial. There are signs that the nerve signal to move our hand begins before we’ve consciously decided to catch the ball. Like a subconscious pre-decision. But I discovered it’s tied to the quantum field waveforms that create sentience. The Second Device radically enhances the dissociative effect. It’s a part of the disruption process I developed.”

I tried not to throw up. Or my body tried not to, and I tried after the fact. I wasn’t sure. I decided to stand as still as possible, not look at anything except Lyle, which turned out to be exactly what my body had already done all on its own. “Christ,” my lips muttered, then I said it.

“Five seconds, Dad.”

“I love you,” my lips said, and I realized how strongly I needed to say the words again, just in case.

Lyle nodded. “Three. Two. One.”

I waited.

I waited for the slip, for that impression of sideways movement, to be yanked out of this time and deposited ninety years in the future.

But Lyle was still there, still watching me. His yellowing, crinkled eyes grew wide and excited, as though he hadn’t dared let himself hope. “Plus, two. Plus, five. Plus, eight. My God. It worked! Dad, it worked!”

My body held up my right hand toward him, my lips forming to a wide grin, and I decided to reach out toward my son and smile. “Lyle,” my body said, a moment before I decided to start talking. “You did it.”

The headache flared, white-hot, a spike behind my eyes, and the world

slipped






CHAPTER 22


I stood in the deep, featureless black of an unlit cave and screamed.

I screamed into my helmet. I lost myself to a howling, powerless rage. It swept me up, a crushing, unstoppable force, weeks—decades—of frustration and loss pouring out of me.

Lyle.

Lyle was gone.

My bookish little seven-year-old son, gone. My son, who dedicated his life to saving me.

Gone.

“Wearer is showing physiological signs of emotional distress,” the cool voice said in my ear. “Administering counteractive agent as per combat protocol 41-A.”

There was a pricking sensation on my left arm, near the crook of my elbow, and a soft, billowing wave of light coursed through my body. Taut muscles relaxed. I stopped screaming and stood there in the silence and darkness, panting, my heart hammering in my chest. “Goddamnit.”

He’d spent ninety years of his life working to get me … what? Ninety years, to get me fifteen seconds. And I’d jumped again.

“Goddamnit.”

“Scott.” The voice in my ear.

I took a while to respond. The weight on my shoulders, that crushing weariness, was still there. I could feel it. The drug, or whatever the PDSAS had given me, was holding it at bay. “Yeah.”

“Ambient light levels are below human-visible levels. Suggest light amplification.”

The suit was still with me. It might’ve been a pain-in-the-ass military-sourced computer personality, but I wasn’t entirely alone. It had made the jump, and I was as grateful for that as I could be in that moment.

“Suit.”

“Yes, Scott.”

“Your name is Iron Maiden now.”

“Confirmed.”

“Can you give me night vision or something?” I wasn’t disconnected from myself the way I’d been inside the Second Device.

When the helmet switched to greenish light-enhancement mode, I saw why. The Second Device was gone. I was in the cavernous room, standing on metal flooring pitted and scarred with age. Above me, stalactites extended from a rock ceiling. The room had been encased in metal moments before. Ninety years before. The metal was gone. I turned in a slow circle. The chamber was empty. There was no hint of the Second Device, not even a few struts left from the exotic metal structure. Lyle had been right, though. I’d made the jump, and the cave was still here, for the moment.

There was, glinting on one wall, a dozen paces away from me, a giant, hand-drawn arrow.

Above the arrow was a single word, written in uneven spray-painted script.

“Dad.”

The letters and the arrow glowed in the greenish haze of the night vision. The paint shimmered and shifted as I walked toward it, and, after a moment, I realized the helmet was giving off illumination. Otherwise, there would be no light to see in this underground room, no matter how strongly the helmet tried to amplify nonexistent photons. The paint of the arrow and the letters was reflective, not illuminative.

The arrow pointed to a corridor. It was the corridor Lyle and I had used, only the bank-vault door was gone, leaving an empty hole in its place. I walked through the hole. There was another arrow on the floor, glowing in whatever light—infrared, maybe—my suit was giving off. The arrow pointed straight ahead, and I followed it to the elevator. There was a third arrow on the wall pointing to the open elevator doors.

I stepped inside, testing the elevator car’s floor with one foot. It didn’t move under my weight. I turned and saw another arrow, much smaller, painted on the right wall of the elevator. It pointed at a control panel. There was a metal handle sticking out of the panel, covered in rust.

Under the handle was a barely legible word: “Pull.”

I grasped the handle—the PDSAS exoskeleton helping my fingers wrap around the rusting metal—and tugged. The handle resisted, and I pulled harder. The exoskeleton whined, and I felt the metal bracing shift behind my back and my legs, planting me to the floor, giving me additional leverage.

With a crack, the handle wrenched downward.

Lights came on.

Iron Maiden reacted in a fraction of a second, switching the light enhancement off before I even registered the flare of light. Still, the brightness made me wince and step back.

With a muted ding, the doors rattled and slid shut.

There was a moment when nothing happened. Then the car dropped several inches, and I threw out both hands out like a trapeze artist. But the mechanisms caught and started moving. Up, this time. Music played from somewhere overhead, conveyed to me through the suit helmet, hissing and popping and warbling but still audible and intelligible.

It was Zager & Evans. “In the Year 2525.”

“Lyle.” I shook my head.

Zager & Evans reached ten thousand years and man had cried a billion tears when the elevator stopped. There was a ding and the doors rattled open.

I’d thought, through the muted haze of the tranquilizer Iron Maiden had given me, that the elevator would bring me back to Lyle’s room. It had taken me much higher. I stepped into the vast, echoing hangar where Hayward and her troops had driven the armored car into the bunker. When I’d last been here it’d been full of equipment and vehicles in various states of disrepair. Hundreds of soldiers and staff had worked and prepared for war. Now, it was empty.

The big electric panel lights in the ceiling were on but they flickered, dimming, then brightening, then dimming again.

There were more arrows along the walls of the hangar, reflecting the light overhead. I followed them, my footfalls echoing across the empty bay. The arrows led me to what I realized was the path to an exit. I almost turned back. I didn’t want to leave, not without some resolution, something more from Lyle. He’d thought to leave me markers that had lasted nine decades. He’d at least partially reconfigured the bunker so I’d have a straightforward route out, and he’d primed the elevator and the bunker’s power plant for my arrival. He would have left me something more. I clung to that hope, and because Lyle had left the arrows, I kept following them, passing through open security doors, down long, empty corridors with their flickering, dull lights. I felt, distantly, I was still under the influence of the drug, just accepting things and moving on.

At last, I came to a heavy-looking metal door embedded in concrete. The door was sealed shut. Unlike the series of three massive doors we’d gone through in the armored car, this was closer to human-sized. Still a big door, but closer to what I associated with a bank vault than the gargantuan entrances to the hangar bay. There was a small arrow next to the door, pointing downward this time, toward a little black box resting on the metal floor.

“Play me,” the glowing letters said next to the box.

The box was sleek, black, and featureless. Probably a child’s toy from fifty years ago, but it was nearly incomprehensible to me in my tranquilizer-addled state. I eventually found a recessed button under a thin layer of dust and pressed it.

There was a distant whir and a hiss and crackle.

“Dad,” Lyle’s voice came out of the box. It was raw and scratchy—the ninety-something Lyle I’d left behind. The word echoed in the metal corridor. “I’m so sorry. My calculations … my Second Device, just as big a failure as the first. Bigger even. They weren’t wrong. My calculations. I was right. As always, I was right, everything was right. Just horrifically, hilariously incomplete. I am but a babe in the woods of the universe, after all.”

A strange sound emanated from the box. I realized after a moment it was a laugh, or what Lyle intended to be a laugh, but it was too bitter and broken a noise to ever be mistaken for genuine laughter.

“I don’t have much time,” Lyle said. “I can’t say goodbye again. There’s never enough time, is there? I didn’t see your face. I regret that. I told you to put on the helmet, but I regret not seeing your face, one last … time. Time.” There was a thin, rasping, drawn-out cough. “The Legion is here. Bearing down on us. Pursuing us for our sins. For my sins. No more calculations to save us, not anymore. I’ve done what I can for you. I sent you forward with the best weapons and armor I could. That’ll have to do. I don’t have anything else. We must go. Jennifer must live. I see that now. I’ve rigged the door, here. If you’ve made it this far, then the elevator will have worked, and the reactor came back on as designed. If not … then I’m not talking to anyone, am I?” That bitter, terrible laugh again.

I stared down at the box. The tranquilizer was wearing off, and the weight, that shroud of mental darkness, was falling back on my shoulders.

“Jennifer’s been helping me. She’ll lead them after me. For you.” There was a short pause. When Lyle’s voice came back it was stronger. “I’m sorry, Dad. I listened to what I’ve recorded so far and it’s not helpful, but I don’t have time to go back and record it again. It doesn’t matter. I’m a rambling old man, and I’m days from my death. Here’s what’s important. The Second Device failed because it could never work, and I now have no hope your transits can be stopped, not without an intelligence and power exponentially greater than my own. So, you need to prepare yourself for the reality of this.

“It is going to keep happening. For how long, I don’t know. The mathematics ascend to a sphere of complexity utterly incomprehensible to me. But you must accept it’s going to continue.

“Dad. Jennifer, the soldier you met at my cabin, is my granddaughter. Your great-granddaughter. She took a different last name—Hayward—to keep from being too closely associated with me. But she is family, and she is an adherent of the Word. This is my gift to you, the one I knew you would never accept. No more guns, no more suits of armor. I didn’t tell you about her before you jumped because I hoped you wouldn’t jump. And, beyond that, I knew you would never approve.

“I cannot live another ninety years to see you. Neither can Jennifer. But her children, or their children—they will. Jennifer will carry along the Word, and she will make sure my descendants—our descendants—find you. And maybe bring you…” A long pause, so long I thought perhaps the boxy audio device stopped working. Then Lyle’s voice came again. “Never mind that. If any still live, they will be there, beyond the door, waiting for you. Turn the manual crank to disengage the internal locks and the door. Now that you’ve reengaged power via the elevator switch, it’ll open. Whoever you find out there, they’re family. Followers. Those who kept the Belief. They will help you. They will protect you. They will guide you.

“I will remind you of your promise. See this through. Whatever end may come, see this through. I am an old man now, Dad. I had a life full of adventure, mental, physical, and even, dare I say, spiritual. For that, more than anything else, I thank you. No one in history has led the life you now lead. No one has faced the challenges you now face. And, because of that, because I am your son, no one in history has led the life I’ve led.

“I love you, Dad. I always have. And it has been my comfort to know that you, unchanged and loving me for me, exactly as you did when I was a boy, would be there before my end. If I don’t see you again in the next life, please know that, at the very least.

“I’m proud to be your son.

“Lyle.”

I knelt there in the flickering lights of the abandoned metal corridor.

I tried to cry, but the tears wouldn’t come. They skittered across the still-present barrier of the tranquilizer Iron Maiden had given me.

So instead, I knelt there and tried to understand the enormity of what Lyle had done.

He’d had children. That sullen teenager with the fierce eyes I’d seen in the photo in Lyle’s cabin study all those decades ago. And he’d had grandchildren. And he’d forced them to follow his made-up religion. Follow his “Word.” My Word. All so there would be someone here, now, behind this very door, to meet me.

It was staggering. I never wanted him to throw his life away for me, and he’d not only done that to himself, but he’d also thrown his children’s lives away for me, and their children’s, and on and on down the line. How many generations? Three, four? Five, now?

I sagged against the wall next to me, the helmet thudding against the pitted metal. “Jesus Christ, Lyle.” And, finally, the tears came.

Some interminable time later, I pushed myself up. I didn’t want to. The effects of the tranquilizer were gone, and the dark veil of despair lay thick and heavy across my mind. I wanted to fall to the floor, to sleep and never wake. Instead, I got up. I found the manual release, and, using the enhanced strength of the exoskeleton, I levered it down, grinding through the gathered muck and rust. Gears turned in the walls around me. Dust and bits of dirt cascaded from the door as it swung open, a ponderous giant.

Air from the outside flowed in, billowing the falling dust into a rolling mushroom that engulfed me. Light spilled in as well. The pale rays of morning, spearing through the swirling clouds.

I stepped forward, bringing my hand up to shield my eyes. My gloved hand thumped against the helmet. Arid landscape spread before me, dotted with trees and sparse vegetation. There was a figure. A woman in brown leather wrappings. Her lower face was obscured by a cloth, but her green eyes were visible, opened wide.

She had red hair.

She knelt. She lowered her face. “T-Traveler?” she asked, her voice muffled.

I thought about what I must look like to her. The military helmet, the pistols strapped to both hips, the exoskeleton suit giving me a second set of metal bones outside my body. I pulled the helmet off. I thought, a heartbeat too late, that I should have asked Iron Maiden if the air outside was safe for me to breathe. I didn’t choke to death, but the air did taste foul on my tongue. “Please. Get up. Don’t do that.”

Her head rose.

I saw Hayward in her eyes. And I thought I saw Amy.

“Are you Traveler?” the woman asked.

“I’m Scott Treder. Please, please, get up.”

She stood, her eyes still wide. She pulled down the cloth covering the lower half of her face, revealing dirty, freckled skin and parted lips. Her expression was inscrutable, a complex web of emotions. She was as tall as I was, but she looked young. A teenager, fourteen or fifteen at most. “Traveler. I need your help.”






CHAPTER 23


“My name is Miri,” the girl said. We stood before the open door of the bunker as I tried to get my bearings. “Daughter of Lily of Clear Sight, daughter of Mark the Inventor, son of Jennifer, warrior daughter of Xavier the Unbeliever, son of Lyle.” She peered at me with those green eyes. “Son of Scott.” She had a strange accent, a mixture of flat Midwestern English and quick Mexican Spanish filtered through West Texas.

I let out a breath. The gritty air left a layer of film on my tongue. “Miri. Miriam. Of course.”

“I am of the Word. I am meant to help you. But I am needing your help instead.” She cast her eyes downward, and her cheeks reddened.

“You need my help? For what?” I wasn’t someone I would want to ask for help, what with my bloodshot and puffy eyes and the trails of tears running down my cheeks. I felt more like a toddler who’d finished having a tantrum than a hero.

“My … our … family. They have been … waylaid. We were coming to you, as our Oaths to the Word decreed. But we did not know the city was still—what is correct term?”

“Dangerous?”

“Sí. Not exactly word I wanted. But same. Dangerous.”

“The city?”

“The city.”

“And your family?”

“Trapped. Waylaid. I alone escaped. With Cerberus.”

“Cerberus?”

“Cerberus.” She raised her hand and brought two fingers to her lips. The whistle was quick and sharp.

There was a shimmer in the air to my right. As I turned, the shimmer resolved itself into a monstrous mechanical dog, all hard metal lines, angles, and claws. It stepped up next to Miri, eyes glowing red. Its head came to Miri’s chest. It sniffed the air, regarding me above a muzzle filled with exposed, razor-like teeth.

I took a step back.

“It is fine,” Miri said. She placed her hand on the huge metal dog’s head, and indeed the dog seemed to relax under her touch, as though deciding I was not a threat. “Cerberus is keyed to my family. To our family. He will not harm you.”

I licked my lips and took one step forward. A small victory. I looked closer. The dog was old. Its metal frame and body had been damaged and patched dozens of times in dozens of places. The entire front left leg was made of different and, it seemed, lesser material than the rest of its body.

“Mark, son of Jennifer, built Cerberus to protect family,” Miri said. She watched me closely, as though gauging my reactions. “To protect and safeguard the Word, and the Traveler.”

“Oh,” I said. I raised my right hand and gave the mechanical dog a little wave. “Hey, there, Cerberus. Good—ah. Good dog.”

The robot dog was still.

“What do you need my help for?” I asked Miri.

She gestured at me. After a moment I realized she was not gesturing at me but rather at Iron Maiden and the pistols strapped to my hips. “Cerberus is Old Tech.” Her voice lowered on the last two words. “Like your weapons, your armor. Powerful. You can use to save my—our family.”



She spoke, at times searching for words, as we jogged across the barren California landscape. Cerberus ran ahead, a glittering spot of movement across the bushes and sand, its chameleon mode on.

“We left as promised,” she said. “As was decreed, by Lyle, son of Scott, and by Jennifer, warrior daughter of Xavier the Unbeliever.”

I wanted to stop and ask what that meant—the Unbeliever—but I was too busy trying to keep up with Miri without falling on my face in the sand. The exoskeleton helped me keep pace without my lungs exploding, but it didn’t help me avoid putting my foot in the wrong spot. I’d already fallen twice, ignominiously cratering the desert. Both times conscious of Miri’s gaze as I picked myself up.

“The road is long and hard,” Miri said. “Rest is—what is word? Scared?”

“Scarce?”

“Scarce. Rare. Difficult. The machinery of the Last War is still among us. They fight one another, endless and terrible, but if we are seen they fight us instead.” I wasn’t a linguist, but I didn’t get the sense she was speaking English as a second language. Rather, English and Spanish had folded together into a single combined tongue over the last two centuries—at least here in what had been south central California. Miri knew I spoke an antiquated version of English, and she was doing her best to translate on the fly any words I wouldn’t know.

“Go on.” We crested a hill and I crouch-ran with Miri, mimicking her, until we were back in the little valley, and she straightened again. We put on a fresh burst of speed down a dry riverbed spotted with cacti and weeds.

“The Last War,” Miri said. “The Machine War, it was known then. But now those of us who remain, we know more truth. It is the Last War. For what could come next that is worse? All will have learned: war, terrible war, must never happen again. All must know by now. We taught war to our machines, but they taught us the real meaning of war. Sí?”

Not “si,” but I didn’t have the breath to ask questions.

“Now they remain in endless combat.” Miri jumped over a piece of what looked like driftwood, ancient and gray, and I followed her. “The broken city lay in our path to you, on our travel. It was known to be abandoned. What worth is it, a broken city, to the machines? To go around was great add to our journey. So, we went through. But the machines remain, in contrary to what is known. We woke them. They fight again now. This is all.”

“Is that … where … your family…?”

“In the city. Cerberus protected me, allowed me to flee. But my mother, Lily of Clear Sight, daughter of Mark, and my brother, Case, son of Lily, fell into a—what is word? Crevasse?”

I shook my head.

“A hole in building,” Miri said. “The machines, now woken, fight above them. They cannot escape.”

I drew to a halt.

After a moment, Miri realized I’d stopped. She jogged back to me. “Traveler?”

“Scott. Please.”

“Scott. What is wrong?”

“Miri, I—I’m not a warrior. I don’t know anything about this time, this war. I’ve hardly ever fired a gun in my life. The last time I was in combat I barely survived, and that was only because of your—your great-grandmother. And I threw up all over the place afterward.”

“I understand this. We were to help you. I know. It is to my shame we cannot. But I must ask of you this thing. It is our family. Not only my family but ours. Your family. Cerberus will aid you. I will aid you. And you have Old Tech.” She paused. “And if not for this, why are you Traveler?”

That stopped me short. I opened my mouth and shut it again. Briefly, I thought about telling her she could have Iron Maiden and the guns if she wanted them. That she and her mechanical dog could go into a war zone without me. But what would that make me? “Coward” would be too kind a word. It might not matter what anyone else thought of me anymore, not if I kept jumping forward in time. They’d all be dead to me in a few hours.

But it still mattered what I thought of me.

And what if she was right? This woman who reminded me so strongly of Hayward. My distant progeny. What if I was meant to travel forward for this very purpose?

“All right.” I gestured for us to keep jogging, for me to keep following her. “Tell me more. What will I be heading into?”

Miri’s eyes lit up, and I could tell she was smiling under the cloth covering her mouth. “Come.” She set off again at a fast lope, long legs powering her across the sand.

I took a breath and followed.



We belly-crawled to the top of a sand dune, and together we peered over the crest. Cerberus was somewhere nearby, a shadow in the darkness. We’d jogged all day, and my thighs and calves burned, despite the mechanical assistance of the exoskeleton. The sky in the west was a deep purplish red. The sky to the east was nearly black, stars already visible.

The broken city stretched before us, the buildings dark lumps of concrete and twisted steel. Gunfire, tracer rounds, and missiles arced back and forth over the flattened expanse of ruined buildings. Dark shapes—tanks, perhaps—moved up and down streets and alleys and through the ruins of shattered skyscrapers. Dark, delta-winged shapes flitted through the air above the ruins.

My stomach ached. Miri had given me dry, tough jerky for food, and it wasn’t sitting well. I’d had to stop and visit the bushes a few times. Miri remained solemn throughout the run, talking, telling me what she knew.

“Iron Maiden,” I murmured.

Miri, lying next to me on the sand and watching the battle in the city below, didn’t stir, so I guessed the suit hadn’t relayed my voice.

“Yes, Scott?”

“Where are we?”

“Unable to determine precise coordinates. There has been a temporal discrepancy—”

“Uh, yeah, no shit.”

“—and there are no operable uplinks to functional CMC satellites. Extrapolating from previous known coordinates prior to the temporal discrepancy, based on distance and approximate direction traveled, you are likely near the city of Fresno, plus-minus five to fifteen degrees of uncertainty.”

“Fresno.”

The city below lit up as a fresh barrage of ground-to-air missiles lanced into the sky, arcing into a broad curve and chasing after some unseen target. An explosion blossomed to our left. The crumpling thump rumbled over us seconds later like distant thunder.

“It was bad, early in this war,” Miri whispered. “The beginning of the Last War, it was bad, but it did not become terrible, did not become the Last War until they build the machines. Drones. Drones had been used forever. But these were most advanced and most terrible. Worse than had ever been built. It was known, by all: they are terrible, these new machines. They may destroy the world. They say this before they even build them. But they build them anyway. Why? To win. But the first side to build them did not win fast enough, and soon every side has them. Machines to fight, to fight other machines, and machines to build more machines to fight and build. Circle. The war goes on. Soon people do no fighting anymore. It is machines, the machines of each side, battling, tearing up cities and farmlands—”

“Nukes?” I asked, and Iron Maiden let the sound out so Miri would hear me.

“Sí, yes. Nuclear bombs. The largest explosions. They are used, especially early. But the leaders, they sign papers, after cities are brushed from the Earth. After this, they, those leaders who go on to build the machines, they say the paper tells them not to destroy entire planet with nuclear bombs, and this is seen as a great thing, by them, by those leaders. Was it, so, if it led to the machines? I don’t know. Maybe if people still fight, they would use nuclear bombs? But people do not fight. Only machines. The machines fight as they were built. They continue the war, on and on, every day.”

“And these, here? You said you woke them up?”

“They were sleeping. When we travel through the broken city, they wake, and now they fight again, fight one another.”

I nodded toward the city. “Where is your family?”

“Cerberus and I will take you.”

“No.” I reached out a gloved hand to stop her as she started to rise. “Not you. Just me and your scary metal dog.”

“I must accompany—”

“No. You must survive. That’s the deal. You stay here. I go down there with, ah, Cerberus, and get your—our family out safely.”

She gazed at me, my hand pushing her back to the sand with the added strength of the exoskeleton. “You are not hero, Traveler.”

“Well, thank you for that. I wouldn’t put that in your next motivational speech, though.” When she stared at me, I sighed. “Look. I lost my son. I just…” I stopped. Let out a breath. What was I trying to say? “Look. Miri. Daughter of Lily, daughter of…”

“Mark.”

“Daughter of Mark, son of Jennifer, daughter of Xavier, son of Lyle. Son of me. My son. You’re it, aren’t you? If I can’t get your mom and brother out of there, then you at least need to survive. You need to go on. That’s what it’s all about, right? What Lyle told me? Continuing.” I felt myself starting to ramble and clamped my mouth shut.

But Miri seemed to understand. “Family.”

“Family. And, Miri. One more thing.”

“Sí?”

“Whatever happens down there, you survive. And when you survive, and you keep going, you promise me that you and all your descendants will forget the Word.”

“What?” she almost shouted, choking down the word to a harsh whisper at the last second. “What?”

“I’m not a messiah, Miri. I’m not special. Lyle was wrong to put me on a pedestal, and he was wrong to devote his life to trying to save me. He was even more wrong to make all of you devote yours to it, too. His children, our descendants … it was wrong.”

“Xavier the Unbeliever said as you say.” Her eyes darted to my helmet and away, back toward the city. “But you are wrong, Traveler. You are special. For no one else has traveled as you.”

“Maybe not. But being some cosmic accident or God’s practical joke doesn’t make you special.”

“What does?”

I opened my mouth and shut it again. Damn. She kept catching me in those verbal traps. It reminded me of talking to Lyle. I shook my head. “Look, you just have to promise me. No more Word. No more Traveler. You and your children and your children’s children live your lives without worrying about me. Okay?”

She looked back at me. I imagined her biting her lower lip, the way Amy had. So much like Amy it hurt. “All right. If this is as you desire.”

“It is. It is as I desire. Now. Can you get Cerberus to show me the way?”

“He will guide you to them. Action with care, Traveler.” She whistled and the mechanical dog appeared out of thin air on her opposite side. She whispered something into its metal ear. The dog shimmered back into refractive darkness and took off, bounding down the slope toward the city. I gave Miri one last look, then I pushed myself up and ran down the hill after it.






CHAPTER 24


“Iron Maiden,” I said as I ran after Cerberus, a flickering spot in the dark.

“Yes, Scott?”

“I’m gonna need your help staying alive.”

“Yes, Scott.”

“What can you do for me?”

“I advise you to take a moment to watch the operational combat demo in order to get acquainted with the advanced functionality of your Personal—”

“Not gonna happen. What can you do for me right now? I’m a total newbie here.”

“I will provide you with surveillance and warn you of incoming threats.”

“That’s a start, thanks.” I concentrated on keeping up with Cerberus. We flitted between shrubs and cacti along the desert sand. The battle in the destroyed city echoed and boomed and rattled around me, the sounds muted and distorted with distance. But I was drawing closer.

I had two guns, one on each hip. One was the now-ancient chemical-propelled slug-gun, the SD-4. Would that work on a tank? I had no idea. It sure worked on logs and pieces of firewood. They hadn’t stood a chance against me. The other gun was a hyper-dart-something-something machine pistol. I vaguely remembered Lyle’s recorded voice telling me it was armor piercing. That sounded good. If I had to shoot a big robot tank, I would start with that gun.

Shit.

Just a few weeks ago I’d been sitting at my desk, worried about keeping my boss happy so maybe I’d get a raise at the end of the year, working to get home to Amy and Lyle. A regular guy. Not the “Traveler.”

I also wasn’t a trained soldier. Yet here I was, running headlong into a battle.

Shit.

Lyle wouldn’t approve. He’d spent his life, wasted his life, trying to protect me. But he wasn’t here, was he? And this was his bloody fault, in a way, making our descendants followers of some made-up religion.

“Fuck you, Lyle,” I muttered. But as soon as the words came out, I regretted them. Deeply regretted them. It wasn’t like he could hear me. He was dead and gone. Ninety years dead and gone. But I heard the words, and I knew I didn’t mean them, not at all. I was angry—at him, at the world—but I loved him, and he’d given everything for me.

What was wrong with me?

“Maiden.”

“Yes, Scott?”

“Did you give me anything in the last few minutes? You gave me a tranquilizer before. Have you given me anything else?”

“I have administered a base-pair aggressor stimulant per combat initiation protocol 1-A,” the suit said.

“Without asking me? Or telling me?”

“Protocol 1-A does not call for informing the wearer.”

“Well, from now on you have to ask my permission before you give me any drugs, okay?”

“Does this change in standard operational procedures include situations in which you are unable to respond due to loss of consciousness or other bodily injury?”

I blew out my cheeks as I ran, following Cerberus’s shimmering patch of darkness. We were close to the outskirts of the city now, the first bombed-out skeletal structures looming ahead, backlit by missile launches and tracer fire in the sky. “No. If I can’t respond, do what you can to save me.”

“Confirmed.”

Cerberus slowed. I followed the mechanical dog’s lead and crouched as we reached the first damaged building. We were on a road, or what had been a road, and we’d been on it for some time. It was so churned and wrecked from explosions it was hard to make out.

The robot dog halted at the corner of the bombed-out building. I stood behind it and waited. I hadn’t drawn the dart pistol from my hip yet. My hands shook. My heart raced. My nerves sent pins and needles through my fingers and along my arms. My eyes flitted around the green-tinged, light-enhanced landscape before me, and I heard every explosion and airburst. I couldn’t tell whether this hyperawareness was the result of the drug Iron Maiden had administered or a natural reaction to running full tilt into the middle of a war zone. Maybe both.

Cerberus broke into a run. I jumped, startled, and followed, tearing down the roadway, trying not to make too much noise as I ran after the partially invisible robot. The shimmering form ran up the slope of a collapsed wall and into the middle of what might have once been an office building. I scrambled after it, sliding down when I reached what had been the second floor, which had collapsed atop the first. We pelted down the interior hallway, avoiding protruding rebar and stabbing chunks of concrete.

Cerberus slid to a stop at the edge of a hole in the wall. I stopped behind it, chest heaving, heart hammering. A bone-deep rumble shook the entire building, sending dust and powder cascading from the exposed upper floors. Bits of concrete bounced and shook in the slanted floor at my feet.

“Threat assessment,” Iron Maiden said in my ear. “External sensors indicate possible large-scale threat five degrees from current facing direction.”

A tank rolled down the destroyed street beyond the ruined building. It was more than a tank. It was a monster, bristling with dozens of gun turrets and missile launch tubes. The heavy tracks alone were taller than me, and the topmost, boxlike missile launcher sat over two stories high. Everything about it screamed “war,” the same unsubtle capability for extreme violence battleships possessed. It looked extraordinarily overbuilt. Overwrought. The product of decades of machines simplistically and recursively building weapons to fight one another.

My heart flipped into my throat. “Can my dart gun do anything against that?”

“Unable to provide conclusive assessment. Make, design, and capabilities of threat are unknown.”

The top of the tank erupted, missiles streaking out of launch tubes and screaming into the night sky on pillars of flame, arching in different directions, forming a smoking tree of fire above the tank. Multibarreled gun turrets on the top and sides of the tank opened up, the sound like overlapping peals of thunder.

Something large and dark swept out of the night over our heads. The delta-shaped object spat flame from multiple points, and tracer rounds flitted downward. The entire block ignited in swirling gunfire and smoke as the tank returned fire with every turret and missile launcher and weapon I could see, a thunderous cacophony of light and sound. The delta shape was hit, and it spun away through the air, trailing smoke and fire, but it was replaced by another, then another, until the sky above was filled with aircraft screaming back and forth overhead, firing down at the tank. Missiles and tracer rounds and what looked like brilliant lances of white energy erupted from the huge tank, tracking after each of the delta shapes.

I crouched behind Cerberus and tried not to soil myself. It was surreal and terrifying. Machines built to fight machines fighting other machines built to fight machines. Explosions bracketed the tank and tore fresh holes in the buildings around us. Our own building was struck by something on a higher floor, and I felt the structure shudder as an entire section off to my left collapsed downward, dust billowing. It was hard not to feel like it was a dream. My world was inverted.

Cerberus launched through the hole in the building, back into the street—a street now cratered and burning as the tank battled the delta-wing shapes. I took a shaky breath and leaped to follow it.

It was a run through Hell. I charged after the robot dog, sprinting with the full assistance of the exoskeleton down alleys and through shattered—and shattering—buildings as explosions detonated around me. Bursts of dust five feet wide kicked up from errant bullets clipping holes in walls or the road. Missiles spun out of the air, slamming into buildings or chewing gigantic gouges out of the street. Fragments of concrete and steel and glass rained around us, and the smoke grew thick. Through it all, I put my head down and followed the robot dog. Cerberus ran with smooth confidence, avoiding explosion after explosion, crossing gaps and flying over craters.

I jumped and ran and felt a giddy, high-pitched giggle bubble from my lips even as I was buffeted by shock waves and pulses of superheated air. It was, to that point, the single craziest moment in my life, a moment of utter insanity, as I followed a nearly invisible robotic dog through an active war zone. It might have been the drug, or it might have been the abstract concept that Lyle was dead—truly dead—finally impinging on my consciousness, but the giggle turned into a full, hysterical laugh as we charged through the pockmarked and broken lobby of a sagging, partially ruined office building.

Then we were there, and the laughter ran out as I skidded to a stop behind Cerberus. The battle raged behind us. I’d had a fleeting impression, as I ran, of other tanks rumbling down the streets or tearing their way straight through buildings to join the fray. But for the moment we were in a little pocket of peace, standing amid what had once been a warehouse or storage center of some kind. The ceiling was gone, collapsed onto the floor, but three of the four walls were still upright. In the gap beyond the collapsed wall, fire and explosions lit the night.

Cerberus abandoned its chameleon mode. It pawed at something in one corner of an open area, metal claws digging furrows in the wrecked concrete. I crouched next to it, and the big robot lifted its head and peered at me with its red eyes, then went back to tearing at the concrete slab. It took a few seconds for me to understand. Cerberus was trying to dig through the slab, but even the dense, razor-like claws on its front paws couldn’t find purchase.

I understood now what Miri meant when she had told me I had “Old Tech.” I’d thought she’d meant the guns, that I could bring down a tank or two, and that the skinsuit would protect me. But she’d really meant the exoskeleton. Specifically: raw brute strength.

“All right.” I bent and felt along the cracked edges of the ceiling slab. I gripped a protruding piece of rebar with my right hand and slotted my left hand into a small pocket in the concrete. Then I heaved.

Nothing happened at first. I pushed my feet against the other half of the concrete slab and felt the exoskeleton whir and adjust, pushing with me, the entire metal apparatus aligning itself to give me added leverage, additional strength. I strained against the weight, and for a long moment it didn’t move.

“Enhancing power output,” Iron Maiden said. “Power levels will fully drain in four minutes, eight seconds.”

Something moved along my back, and I felt the exoskeleton growing hot. I took a quick look over my shoulder, turning the helmet as far as I could. Bladed wings spread outward along my back, radiating reddish-orange heat into the night air. I faced forward, heaved again, and this time the slab shifted, groaning and cracking. I gritted my teeth. A line of sweat broke out on my forehead. The temperature inside the suit spiked despite the fins on my back.

My left hand tore free with a wrenching crack, ripping a chunk straight out of the slab. I stood there, the weight on my right hand, and saw another piece of crisscrossed rebar exposed in the ripped-out section. I grabbed it—the fingers of the exoskeleton punching into and through the concrete around the bar—and heaved again, yelling, my arms and legs shaking.

The slab edged up. It was eighteen inches thick, and I was moving it. My feet compacted into the section I was standing on. Concrete cracked and split under my boots. But I moved the slab in my hands, raising it upward, a foot, then two feet, then three. It was dark underneath. I held the chunk of concrete up as my legs shook against the now white-hot sections of the exoskeleton. Next to me, Cerberus lowered its big head and ducked under the edge, sidling underneath and into the darkness beyond.

“Christ, come back quick,” I gasped.

It felt like forever, my feet digging craters into the concrete as I held up three or four tons of weight, every muscle in my body shaking as sweat poured down my face.

Then Cerberus scrambled backward out of the hole, hauling two dust-covered human figures dressed in leather wrappings. The robot yanked them out of the hole like a dog playing tug-of-war with a rope. As soon as both were clear of the hole, I let go of the slab. It slammed down with a resounding, thunderous impact, dust billowing out in a wave. I stumbled backward and fell on my butt in the dirt and broken concrete.

“Power levels at thirty-two percent,” Iron Maiden said. “Recommend recharge before engaging in combat operations.”

My chest heaved. I wanted to wipe the sweat out of my eyes, but I had a feeling the helmet was keeping me at a reasonable, sauna-like temperature as the wings on my back radiated away the rest of the heat. So, I left the helmet on and sat there, gasping. “I’ll keep that in mind.” Somehow, I doubted we’d find a convenient working power outlet in this apocalyptic version of Fresno.

“The hydraulic musculature of the exoskeleton has sustained moderate damage,” the suit said.

Two new pairs of eyes watched me from the corner of the destroyed warehouse. The larger one looked like an older version of Miri, with sharper cheekbones. Her nose and mouth were hidden behind a cloth wrap, like Miri’s. Her green eyes were intense. The smaller figure was a boy, maybe ten or eleven. The woman’s arms wrapped around him, pulling him against her.

“Lily?” I asked, conscious I still wore the helmet and had glowing wings coming out of my back. “Lily, ah … daughter of Mark, son of Jennifer, daughter of Xavier, son of Lyle, son of—well, son of Scott? Mother of Miri?”

The woman’s eyes widened. She kept her arms around the boy but edged forward. Cerberus, its chameleon mode back on, stood somewhere behind me, watching the battle beyond the collapsed wall. “Who?” Lily asked, her voice coming out raw and choked. I wondered how long it had been since she’d had water or anything to eat.

“I’m Scott. Um. Scott Treder.”

“Traveler,” Lily said. Next to her, the boy shifted, gazing at me with wide eyes.

“Miri sent me. With your … dog.”

“Traveler.”

“We need to get you out of the city. Back to Miri. Can you both walk? Run?” The battle still raged in the distance. I had the uncomfortable feeling the rolling explosions and flashes of stark light were drawing closer. I looked back at them. “We don’t have much time.” As if to emphasize my words, Cerberus pawed at the concrete again—an odd sight, given it was a shimmering patch of black amid the darkness. “Can you run?”

Lily straightened. She pulled the boy to his feet. Her eyes were bloodshot and haggard. But she nodded. “We run with you, Traveler.”



Cerberus led the way. I had Lily and the boy—Case—follow the dog, and I trailed behind them. It seemed a good idea. The two weakest in the middle. I didn’t know if that was right or wrong, or where I’d gotten the idea. Maybe a documentary about elephant herds protecting their young.

In any event: we ran.

The muscles in my arms, back, and legs were already knotting up after lifting the concrete. The exoskeleton had done almost all the work, but even my small contribution had wiped me out. I hadn’t exactly been winning triathlons before all this. Now, I had to get my legs moving, had to keep up with Cerberus and with Lily and Case who, despite having been trapped in a hole for who knew how long, kept pace with the mechanical dog.

The barely visible shadow of Cerberus tried to lead us away from the battle. But additional fights had erupted around the rest of the city, or the battle we’d first witnessed had progressed in a semicircle around the building where Lily and Case had been trapped. Either way, the mechanical dog cut a slanting line through the alleys and cratered streets, trying to thread between the two halves of the conflict.

We ran. My legs pumped and my booted feet thumped down on bits of broken concrete. I stumbled every few dozen feet, nearly falling. Lily and Case ran without hesitation, finding the perfect place to put their leather-wrapped feet with every step. After a few ruined blocks, I concentrated only on running where they ran. I stopped looking around and hoped Cerberus knew what it was doing.

The air was filled with endless thunder, rolling waves of it thrumming through the shattered buildings and sending sections of walls and ceilings cascading into the street. Missiles darted back and forth in rapid sequence over our heads, leaving blurred trails of smoke. Cannon rounds tore chunks out of masonry and brick. A building to our left—once a church—detonated, coming apart in a blast of fire and debris. The shock wave plowed through the smoke and dust and knocked all three of us down. Cerberus skidded to a halt, waited for us to pick ourselves up, then darted ahead.

I saw the edge of the city, saw the barren landscape beyond, and started to think we were going to make it, when a tank the size of a city block burst through a wall in front of us, cutting us off in a cascade of flying debris. It fired upward at the darting black shapes in the sky. But then, as we stumbled to a surprised halt, the machine mind inside the immense thing saw us and decided we were a threat.

Multibarreled cannons swiveled on articulated turrets.

Time slowed.

I surprised myself by reacting first. I threw myself forward, pulling the machine pistol off my hip. The hazy patch that was Cerberus moved as well, the mechanical dog tearing straight toward the tank.

“Large-scale hostile threat,” Iron Maiden said in my ear.

I got in front of Lily and Case just as the three cannons on the front and side of the tank opened fire. The spinning barrels spat white flower-petal flames, each several feet long and almost as wide. Bursts of dust and dirt exploded up from the shattered street in front of me and along the wall to my left. I aimed in the general direction of the tank and squeezed the trigger on the machine pistol. Given the size of the tank it was impossible to miss. The pistol juddered in my hand like a living thing. Rounds stitched a line along the thick tank treads and into the side of the tank, leaving behind glowing holes that filled with fire as the rounds detonated inside.

The bullets from those cannons ripped their way down the street and slammed into me.

And Cerberus, abandoning chameleon mode, leaped thirty feet in a single jump onto the tank and latched on to one of the cannons with its jaws, wrenching the entire turret around.

The heavy bullets kicked me like blows from an immense hammer. There were hits to my right thigh, pelvis, stomach, chest, and shoulder, and a glancing blow to the helmet that snapped my head back and turned the visor into a spiderweb of cracks.

I fell backward onto a broken wall, an alarm shrilling in my ear.

From that angle I saw what happened next.

My dart pistol had wrecked something inside the tank. Old Tech at its finest. The tank’s engine or reactor, or whatever was inside, sputtered and the treads ground to a halt.

Then Cerberus went to work.

The mechanical dog put its legs against the metal platform and pulled the articulated turret down and around. The turret was still firing as the dog heaved. It fired straight into the other two turrets on our side of the tank, shredding them both. Then Cerberus broke the turret with a twist of its neck; the gun continued spinning and firing, but the turret couldn’t move anymore, and the cannon shot into the side of the tank itself, scoring marks across the armor and throwing out curtains of white sparks.

Cerberus jumped off the tank. Hands scrambled across my back and under my arms, trying to lever me up. I raised the pistol again and, aiming it at the tank, held the trigger down. The pistol juddered in my hand. More little glowing holes stitched across the armor of the tank, blossoming into bursts of white and orange. I held the trigger down until the bolt on the pistol snapped open. Smoke rose from the barrel and the open breach.

The tank sagged. The turret Cerberus had damaged stopped firing, its barrels spinning to a halt. The missiles along the top of the big tank stopped flying from their tubes. One of the delta-winged shapes screamed out of the night sky over us; there was a lancing line of fire and the tank exploded, its armor peeling apart in a wave of fire like an unfurling fist. The shock wave, coherent in the dust, blew over us, rocking me backward.

“Sev—dama—” Iron Maiden said, the voice crackling and fuzzy, in my ear. “Crit—evel.”

Lily and Case pulled me upright. I sagged against them, and they almost collapsed under my weight. The dart pistol fell from my nerveless fingers. I didn’t feel any pain, didn’t feel any hot blood against my skin. I had to be in shock. The cannon rounds must have gone right through me, pulverizing tissue and bone and organs. I was so badly hurt I couldn’t even feel it.

Then Lily snapped her fingers in front of me, beyond the cracked visor. “Traveler! You are unharmed! We run!”

I looked down. She was right. The skinsuit and the exoskeleton had protected me from the tank’s cannon rounds. The exterior layer of the suit had ablated off under the bullets, but none had penetrated. I’d have some hellacious bruises, but I wasn’t going to die.

Not yet.

I forced myself to breathe. “We run.”

Lily nodded. I stood under my own power. Cerberus was there, eyes glowing red in the dust and smoke, its metal sides wavering orange in the reflected light from the flaming tank. It turned and darted away.

We followed it out of the city.






CHAPTER 25


Miri met us in the desert outside the city. Cerberus led us to her. She’d come off the mound where I’d left her. I watched, holding my side and trying to breathe shallowly against bruised ribs. She hugged her mother and brother. Their reunion was as emotional as it was brief. Before I knew it, they turned to me.

“We go, Traveler,” Miri said. “To safety.”

I followed them as they set out across the desert.

We walked for hours. I lost track of time. Iron Maiden was unresponsive. The helmet, aside from the spiderweb of cracks, was transparent, and the exoskeleton contributed strength to my every motion, but the suit computer didn’t respond to my questions. I felt a pang of loss. The suit computer hadn’t been with me long, but it’d had a voice, and it had made the jump forward with me. It had been the closest thing to a friend I’d had out here, a companion whose value I hadn’t realized until it was gone.

And Lyle had given it to me.

We stopped in a low valley formed by a long-dried riverbed. There were no buildings or structures for cover, but we were not silhouetted against the horizon.

“Hard to find here,” Miri said when I asked why we didn’t try to find a building. We sat in a four-person circle.

“Cerberus watches over us,” Lily said. She nodded to the darkness where I assumed Cerberus was patrolling. I didn’t have the night vision enhancement any longer, so I couldn’t see the mechanical dog. But it was comforting knowing it was out there. My great-great-grandson had done a good job building it.

Miri produced more of the terrible jerky for everyone to eat and passed around a canteen of bitter water. I took off the helmet and nibbled at my piece of jerky and did my best to keep the swallows of water in my stomach. Lily and Case looked at me with open interest, their pupils large in the starlight. I gave Case a tight smile. He was the same age as Lyle had been, nearly three weeks ago. As I looked at him, I realized Lyle was right. I hadn’t accepted this reality. I was, at least subconsciously, expecting to wake up and roll over and put my arm around Amy. Breathe in the scent of her pomegranate shampoo.

Case looked away from my eyes. He’d yet to say a single word.

We sat, eating, listening to the emptiness around us. I didn’t hear insects or animals. No flapping of the wings of birds or bats, no animals moving about in the dark. I began to drift. I felt disconnected from myself. Not in the way I felt back in Lyle’s Second Device, but like my head was going to float into the night without my body. My leg and chest throbbed from the bullet hits, and my back and arms ached from lifting the concrete, but it all seemed distant. I wanted to sleep.

Lily’s halting, whispering voice brought me back with a lurch. “Traveler?”

I blinked. Lily sat across from me, Miri on her right, Case on her left. Their faces were pale and hard to see in the starlight. “Yes?”

“You have seen much.”

“I suppose.”

“And you have much more, to be seen?”

“I guess so.”

“You are real.”

“What?”

Lily blushed. Miri watched without comment. Case had his head against Lily and had fallen asleep.

“What I mean … You are as the Word…” She looked at Miri.

“We are of the Word,” Miri said. “But we did not know, for certain.”

“You didn’t know if what Lyle said in the Word was true. You didn’t really know if I’d be at that bunker, did you?”

“No. We did not.”

“But you came anyway.”

“We are of the Word,” Lily said, her voice soft but stern.

Miri’s eyes found mine in the darkness. I thought about telling Lily what I had told Miri—what I’d made Miri promise. But I read caution in Miri’s eyes. “Is the rest of the world like this?” I asked, nodding in the direction of the destroyed city.

“Maybe? We do not know. It is here, for us, this way.”

“How long has this, this ‘Last War,’ been going on?”

“Many years. Life challenges. But we have us, together. And we have the Word.”

Again, I felt Miri’s eyes on me in the darkness, and I thought I understood her a little better. “Lily. Miri.” I looked back and forth between them. “Can you tell me about the Word? The Word of the Traveler, I mean?”

Lily’s eyes sparkled, and she leaned forward. “Of course! You would want this.” She swept her cloth-wrapped hands in a fast arc, a motion the meaning of which I didn’t grasp. “What Lyle son of Scott wrote, it is become truth. Religion. The Word. It is not largest of religions, but big.”

“Okay.”

“Of its middle, of course, is you, the Traveler. Your travels, what it means to be the Traveler.”

“And what did Lyle claim it all meant?”

“The Word says you are chosen as witness. The witness, to the End. Not only the end of us, of humans, or even of Earth. The end of everything, of the universe. Your duty, the Traveler’s duty, is to see this end, to bear witness. To bring pieces of all of us, from each moment, forward. To experience everything, in singular days, in fragments, as you travel to the end point. You will travel, and with you, your experience travels to that End.”

“Why?” They wouldn’t know. They couldn’t know. Lyle hadn’t known. It was happening to me and I sure as hell didn’t know. But the question slipped out. A part of me hoped that somehow Lyle had left something in the text, some revelation for me that he’d just neglected to tell me the last time we’d been together.

Lily smiled and rolled her shoulders. Miri’s eyes were narrow as she watched our exchange. “We do not know,” Lily said, “and that is point, the … beauty? You as Traveler are us, everyone. A metaphor. A living metaphor for all of us. We are all of us Travelers. Living, experiencing. This is the great ‘Why.’ We come, all of us, to our own ends with our own experiences traveling with us.”

I watched her. The smile in her eyes. The confidence in her voice. I knew she truly was “of the Word.” She believed. Or Believed, as Lyle said, with a capital B. My temples throbbed. I asked the next question carefully, trying to keep the heat from my words. “So, the purpose of life is … to experience it?”

The crinkle of Lily’s smile faltered for a moment, then came back strong and full. “Sí. Sí, that is one way to speak it.”

My hands shook. I looked down. Beneath the black skinsuit and the brushed-chrome exoskeleton, my fingers trembled. I tightened my right hand into a fist. I tried to push the feeling down. The flare of heat. I would not let my temper rule me. The weakened, barely functioning exoskeleton creaked. “You know, that is the worst excuse for a meaning of life I’ve ever heard.” My voice shook.

“I—I am sorry?”

“The meaning of life is to live. What complete horseshit. You know what that is?” The exoskeleton knuckles in my hand popped, miniature gunshots. “It’s meaningless platitudes, written by a brilliant man who was too obsessed with his pathetic excuse for a father to do something with his own life.”

“I, ah…” Lily said. “Please forgive, Traveler. I am not telling you well of the Word—”

“No, I’m sure you got it right. And it’s typical, isn’t it? Like getting plucked out of your life and thrown forward through time and being told to make something out of it. Find some meaning. Watch everyone you’ve ever known and loved turn to dust and you keep going. Because you gotta make something out of it, right? But you know what? It all doesn’t mean jack shit. It’s all fucked.” At the last word, one of the knuckles in the exoskeleton finally snapped, breaking with a brittle crack against my hand. I stared down at the dangling piece of broken metal, feeling my body shake, my heart pound. “Goddamnit.”

Miri leaned into Lily and whispered something in her ear. Lily nodded, still watching me, her eyes wide. Case was still asleep, and I was glad I hadn’t woken him.

The two women waited, watching me in the starlight.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“It is all right,” Lily said.

“It’s nothing about you.”

“This I understand. Miri, my daughter, she tells me. It is a difficult thing you are asked to do.”

“Lily. Miri. I’m sorry.”

“It is okay. We are in understanding.”

We sat there, no one speaking. I stared down at my hand, then looked back up at them. These two women, one older, one younger but forced to grow up fast. Survivors. Like Lyle, weaving a story to survive the pain of his own loss. Like Hayward, fighting for a cause that could never live up to its promise, but fighting all the same.

I took a long moment to think about my next words. “Lily. Miri. I’m proud of you.”

They blinked at me and sat back, their motions similar. Mother and daughter. Then they both smiled, or at least their eyes crinkled behind their masks.

“Thank you, Traveler,” Lily said. “This means much to us.”



They stood with me the next morning as the sky lit to the east, and as the headache began to build behind my eyes. I might have been imagining it, but the headache felt more acute than before. The last one had been bad, but I’d attributed that to Lyle’s Second Device and whatever it’d done to me. It hurt enough to make me squint.

Cerberus was out beyond the edge of the riverbed, patrolling. It didn’t care about seeing me off. I couldn’t blame it. I wouldn’t want to see me off, either.

“Traveler,” Lily said. She held up a thin, leather-wrapped book, clasped shut with a metal buckle. The pages inside looked worn, frayed. “Please take.”

“No, no, that’s okay—”

“Please. You take. You save me, save my son. This is your book, anyway.”

“Mine?”

“This is the Word.”

I took it gently with my gloved hands and held the book my son had written about me, for me. The cover was cracked leather. Featureless. It didn’t even say “The Word.” I swallowed. Looked up. I tucked the book into one of the pockets I had in the exterior of the suit. “Thank you.”

“Thank you, Traveler,” Lily said, and she stepped back next to Case.

Miri came forward. She touched my face. Only her fingertips were exposed, and they felt cool on my cheek. “Thank you, Traveler. We were to save you, and you save us.”

“I think maybe you did save me, Miri.”

“We will miss you, Traveler.”

“Remember what we talked about.”

“I will.” Then she held her other hand out, her fingers unfurling. In her palm was a small, leather-wrapped object in the shape of a flattened cube or square disk, perhaps an inch wide and half an inch thick. “This…” She blushed. “This I was to give you. I—I only give you after you save my mother, save my brother. It shames me to admit. I would not have given if you hadn’t … but you did, so I do.”

I took the leather object. “What is it?”

“None know. It is from Lyle, son of Scott. Passed down. It was always in our instructions, our Word, to get this to you, to the Traveler. Protect it.”

I wanted to unwrap the object, but the headache was worsening. Instead, I took the little disk and pushed it inside the skintight membrane of the suit at my neck, under the exoskeleton, against the upper part of my chest. The suit allowed it, adjusted around it. Iron Maiden hadn’t responded, so I didn’t know for sure, but the disk felt safe against my skin. “Thank you.”

“Thank you, Traveler,” Miri said, just as her mother had.

She stepped back, and I pulled the cracked helmet on over my head as the world

slipped

and they were gone.






CHAPTER 26


I caught myself as the ground under my feet dropped half an inch. I stood, arms out for balance, in pale dawn light. I had emerged from the jump onto a dirt and pebble road that ran roughly where the riverbed had been. I was on the edge of a town or village. To my left and right were sagging wooden structures, heavily weathered, the boards gnarled and gray. A battered, rusted-out pickup slumped off to my right, sitting against one structure as though for support—or lending it. The pickup was ancient, the design, so far as I could tell, dating roughly back to when Lyle was in his fifties. It sat in the dirt on rusting axles, the tires missing. It was disconcerting seeing something so familiar. A pickup, here, after the Machine War chaos in the ruins of Fresno.

I faced a high, roughly hewn stone wall a half dozen yards away. Atop the wall ran two rows of angled, jagged metal spikes. Each spike was three feet long. One row of spikes pointed away from the town; the other, toward it, as though the wall was meant to keep residents in as much as intruders out.

How long had that jump been? One hundred and eighty-something years?

There was a bang of a wooden door closing. I spun, the motion reflexive, coming around to face the rest of the town. A woman stood on the sidewalk to my right, having come out of the nearest building. She looked at me, her eyes growing wide. A burlap sack fell from her hands and clattered to the wooden sidewalk.

She screamed.

“Wait, it’s okay,” I said, holding up my hands.

Shouting something—words in a language I didn’t recognize—the woman turned and ran, feet pounding on the boards.

I moved to follow her, not thinking clearly. I wanted to show I wasn’t a threat. I only took two steps before I froze. Other people, hearing the woman’s cries, had come out of buildings along the dirt street. They took one look at me and ran, scrambled away. I couldn’t understand anything they were saying, although I thought I heard snatches of English-adjacent words, or what might have been bits of Spanish. An evolution of the mixed language of Miri’s time.

“Jesus,” I said as the street emptied around me. I took a breath and started to take off the helmet when a group of men ran around the corner of a nearby building. They headed toward me, jumping off the wooden sidewalk and into the dirt street. They were dressed in black canvas-like pants and stained shirts, reminding me of black-and-white photos I’d seen of French coal miners from the 1950s. These were working men, hardened, with slabs of muscle on their arms and necks. I pulled the helmet back down with a snap.

“Koin-ah-na!” one of them shouted, pointing at me with a metal bar. All the men—eight in total—carried metal clubs or short-handled shovels.

I held up my hands and took a step back. “Hold on, I’m—”

The nearest man, the one who shouted, covered the distance between us with surprising speed. He raised the metal bar like a baseball bat and swung it at me with the combined force of both arms and his own running momentum. I barely managed to bring my left arm up to catch the blow. The bar slammed into the forearm section of the exoskeleton. The impact drove my arm to one side and shivered through my whole body. The bar clipped my side and back with the remainder of its inertia, spinning me around.

I took a stumbling step back. My left arm went numb, and I grabbed it with my right hand, hissing.

Another man hit me with the flat of his shovel across the helmet, screaming as he did so. My view sluiced sideways, and the metal of the shovel rang like a cymbal. The previously cracked visor of the helmet didn’t break, but the blow nearly drove me to my knees.

A third man joined his comrades, raising a crowbar. I finally reacted. I brought my right hand down to my side. Yanked the remaining pistol from its holster: the pistol Lyle had given me, so long ago. The SD-4. I pointed it in the vague direction of the incoming man and pulled the trigger. The pistol coughed and jumped in my hand.

The man before me exploded.

His chest disappeared in a flash of misting blood, fragments of bone, skin, and flaming bits of shirt. His arms fell to the dust behind him, still holding the bar. His head flew up and sideways, surprise frozen on his face. His legs flopped to the ground, twitching, spewing blood.

The men stumbled backward, their weapons raised.

I pushed myself upright. “Now fucking stop, okay!” I jerked the pistol around at them. I expected them to run. I hoped they’d run.

They attacked, screaming.

I got off one more shot. The SD-4, still loaded with alternating explosive and armor-piercing rounds, fired one dagger-tipped AP bullet into a man’s stomach as he rushed toward me. The bullet went straight through him, drilling out his back to whine off down the road. The shot didn’t slow him. He hit me in the ribs with his shovel, driving the air out of my lungs in a whoosh. Another man hit my right wrist with his bar, driving it down with practiced precision and power. The damaged exoskeleton took most of the impact, but the pistol flew from my nerveless fingers, skittering across the hard dirt. Another blow struck the faceplate of my helmet, snapping my head back and dropping me to the ground.

I tried to roll over, to push myself up, but a hit to my right shoulder drove me back down. Bars and shovels rained down, again and again, hammering into me. I curled and brought numb arms around my head.

There was a fractional lull, an odd congruence as the men all reared back to strike, and I kicked out with both feet. My boots connected, powered by whatever energy remained in the exoskeleton. Bones crunched. A man twisted away and fell, screaming and clutching at knees now bent the wrong direction.

Fresh shouts and commands came from behind the men surrounding me. There were a few more quick blows, and the men fell back. I rolled onto my chest and got my shaking arms under me. I managed to lever myself onto my hands and knees. Someone slammed a running kick into my midsection. Whoever it was broke his foot on the exoskeleton, but the force of the kick still tumbled me onto my back again. The kicker fell away, gasping, clutching his foot.

New men, dressed in dark blue uniforms, came forward. The unmistakable end of a rifle barrel pointed down at my face. A determined-looking man, feet planted on either side of my legs, held the rifle. There was a split second when nothing moved. Then he pulled the trigger. The white flash burst in front of me, inches from my eyes, the sound like a thunderclap.

My head slammed against the ground, and the visor, already cracked from my fight with the tank, made a sharp crunching sound as the tough material turned foggy from the sheer number of splintered cracks running through it. My vision swam and the world tilted around me. Dazed, I watched with bleary eyes as the man above me leaned down, frowned, then reversed his rifle and plunged the stock down in a quick, vicious thrust. The visor gave way, shattering and spraying fragments into my nose and mouth. I tried to move, but the men held me down, piling on and using sheer weight to keep me still.

The guard or soldier brought the rifle back up and looked me in the eyes. His were gray and wide with adrenaline, but fearless and cold. I opened my mouth to speak, maybe to beg, maybe to curse him. Then he slammed the stock into my face.



The pain from my broken nose brought me to consciousness.

I didn’t open my eyes at first. I sat with my arms tied to a hard chair, my chin at my chest. Blood dribbled from my nose, over my open lips, and down my chin to my neck and chest. My nose screamed in pulsing agony. My arms, legs, chest, pelvis—everything hurt.

Something else felt wrong. It took me long searching seconds to realize the helmet was gone. My head was bare and exposed.

I forced my eyes open, peeling the sticking lids apart and squinting against the light. The first thing I saw was my own chest and stomach, still covered in the black suit but missing the crisscrossing bars of the exoskeleton. “Shit,” I croaked. I blinked and saw the slight bulge of the flat disk Miri had given me tucked under the suit against my chest.

Quick footsteps. Someone grabbed my chin and levered my head up.

I was in a stone room, lit by a flickering lantern hanging from the ceiling. A table sat along the edge of one wall. On it were sliced-up pieces of the exoskeleton alongside heavy power tools, the kind used to mine rock and cut steel. A blowtorch, a circulating saw, and other equipment, all covered with rust spots and layers of brown and gray dirt.

The man holding my chin stared down at me. The muscles in his jaw worked. His fingers dug into my jaw. His eyes were bright blue. His face seemed carved from granite; every line sculpted.

He pulled his free hand back and slapped me.

Pain exploded from my broken nose, stabbing back between my eyes. I gagged and coughed, blood flecking from my lips. My chin dislodged from his grip with the blow, and he grabbed it again, shaking. He forced my face back up. He yelled words I couldn’t comprehend.

“Christ,” I mumbled, blinking hard against the pain.

He shouted again and backhanded me.

Blinding, white-hot agony. I passed out.

I came to with my head on my chest again. I forced myself to breathe and tried hard not to pull any air in through my nose. The man who’d struck me stood next to the table, looking down at the broken pieces of the exoskeleton. He heard me shift. He picked up one of the pieces, turned, and held up the bit of broken metal.

He said something. Quietly at first. Then repeated it, his tone sharpening.

I shook my head, dull and distant. My entire face throbbed. My nose was a pulsing, fleshy appendage hanging over my lips, radiating agony.

He grasped my hair and rammed my head back against the chair. He thrust the piece of metal in front of me again and shook it. It rattled like the carcass of a dead insect. He said something. Said it again, the volume of his voice rising.

“I don’t have any idea what you’re saying,” I mumbled up at him. My lips felt thick and heavy, my tongue swollen and too large for my mouth.

He bent toward me, shouting, shaking the piece of metal again.

I was totally unprepared for this. I wasn’t a Special Forces soldier or CIA operative, trained in ways to counteract torture. I wasn’t the hero of an action movie, able to take ridiculous amounts of pain and keep resisting. I was a mid-level computer programmer. A middle-class suburbanite, centuries out of my own time. The day before, I’d helped a robotic dog blow up a tank, but that didn’t mean a damn thing. If I could speak this man’s language, I’d tell him anything. No hesitation. If it ended this, got me away from him, I’d give him whatever he wanted.

But I didn’t speak his language.

He wasn’t going to accept that. He was going to keep torturing me. I could see it behind his hard eyes. He wanted to hurt me. He wanted to do more than hurt me.

It wasn’t hard to see where this was going.

I thought about Lyle and his Word. Lyle, dead and gone. I thought about Amy, long since passed. About Severine and Sophie, the two best friends I’d ever had, that I’d never see again. I thought about Miri and Lily and Jennifer and Xavier the goddamned Unbeliever, the only one who had it right. All dead and gone.

I stared up at him. I had nothing left. No defiance. No moment of clairvoyance that would give me the words that would satisfy him. This man was going to kill me.

I was going to die. This was how I died. I’d come all this way. Three hundred and sixty years from my time. Just to fall into the wrong village at the wrong time. Just to have these men capture me, bind me to a chair, and execute me.

The Traveler. Some great messiah I was.

I met his eyes. I didn’t look away. His arm trembled as he held my head pressed back by my hair, his jaw locked tight, the tendons in his neck and veins in his forehead gorging out.

I don’t know what he saw on my face, but in one flowing movement, he let go, spun around, and threw the piece of exoskeleton against the wall. He snatched something from the table. It was a grainy photograph. He shoved it into my face. The photo was of a man in one of the coal-miner shirts, his back straight as he stared without expression toward the camera. “Vye-ayato!” the man shouted, leaning his face in close to mine. “Vye!”

He leaned back and raised his right hand. It took me half a second to realize he held the SD-4. My pistol. Lyle’s pistol. The man’s eyes were wide, raging, and his hand shook so hard he had to step closer and press the cool barrel against my forehead to steady it. I let my head settle back against the chair. The smooth metal circle of the barrel pressed into my skin. I felt the other man’s trembling fury transmitted down the length of the pistol from his arm.

Every round in the magazine alternated. High explosive, then armor piercing, back again. If they hadn’t fired it since our fight on the road, the pistol would shoot an explosive round with the next pull of the trigger. I’d blown a man’s body apart with one of those bullets. If this man shot me now, I wouldn’t feel anything. It’d take my head and the top of my chest off. Maybe even his arm, too.

I slid my eyes up. Met his. Our stares locked again. Tears ran down my cheeks. I was tired. I was exhausted. Everything hurt.

I was done.

“Just—just fucking do it,” I whispered.

He pressed the barrel hard against my forehead.

Then he peeled his lips back and jerked the pistol away. He stalked to the table and slammed the pistol down hard enough to send half the exoskeleton pieces to the floor. He took one last look at me, then went to the door and knocked. It opened and he stepped through it, out to a stone hallway.

I heard three voices, including that of my torturer. He did the most talking, while the other two listened and murmured in what I took for assent. The voices ended, and echoing footsteps receded from the door.

Two new men stepped into the room. The second one inside shut the door. They stood and regarded me. Two hulking, muscular figures in dark blue uniforms, brows knit. Their eyes hidden in dark pools of shadow.

Then, as one, they moved.



It took me some time to realize they were trying to get the suit off.

At first, I thought they were torturing me just to torture me. Neither man asked any questions. They grunted at one another or communicated with a flick of a wrist or nod of a head. They ignored my shouts, my screams, my cries. My begging.

They tried a pair of industrial-grade scissors first. They were rusted, but the edges gleamed. The skinsuit defeated them. They couldn’t get the point of the scissors under the edge of the suit, despite numerous attempts. They sliced me around the jawline, scoring long lines in my skin, sending my blood coursing over my chest in a sheet. It took interminable ages of pain and cold, slashing lines like blades of ice carving through my flesh, before they gave up.

A circulating saw came next. I screamed and jerked against the restraints as they brought it over, and they grinned as they approached. Here was something I believed would work. They brought it down on the upper part of my right arm, the blade spinning up with a grating whine. The razor teeth on the saw blade hit my arm and kicked, making my arm spasm under the straps. But the saw failed, groaning and shaking in their hands before shattering, the teeth spinning through the air and banging off the walls. They cursed and backed away.

A drill came next. The men applied it with their full weight to my left forearm. I think I screamed. My own voice was raw and alien. The drill bit couldn’t find a purchase, and they only succeeded in badly bruising my arm.

Their final effort was the worst. They started the blowtorch by opening a valve on the side of the torch and lighting the gas with a squeeze-style flint that sent sparks skittering across the stone floor. One of the men held me down as I fought against the restraints. The other held the torch on my right forearm. I screamed until I ran out of air. The terrible heat scorched the skin beneath the suit. Blowback from the flames burned the top of my right hand through the thinner, more flexible material of the suit glove. I could smell and taste my own burning flesh as the smoke stuck in the back of my throat.

They stopped after a crawling eternity of agony, stepping back and muttering. They stood together over the table and spoke in hushed voices.

My right forearm screamed in pain.

My right hand was completely numb.

The two men turned back to me. They stared under furrowed brows. Then the first one hit me, a closed fist across the jaw that rocked me in the chair. The second one punched me in the chest as the first one followed up with another blow to my face. Both shouted, wordless, furious.

A lucky blow struck my nose, and I passed out again.



I swam to a fuzzed, painful consciousness sometime later.

I cracked open my eyes. Both were swollen and the skin around them was tight. I made out a dimly lit stone room. I lay on something hard and uncomfortable two feet off a filthy, stained floor. There was a drain in the center of the room, covered by a rusting metal grate, and my eyes were drawn to it. I lay there, staring, unable to form a coherent thought. I swam in and out of consciousness. I saw things. My old house as a child. My grandparents’ Labrador, already old and white around the muzzle when I was still a boy, gamely trying to keep up with me in the backyard. Lyle and Amy making waffles for me on Father’s Day, waking me with their half-contained giggles, the early-morning sunlight streaming through clouds of flour drifting in the kitchen. Grandmother Miriam’s eyes, her hands, her gray hair tied back as she bent over her flower garden. Miri’s eyes above her facial wrap.

Lyle, crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes, gazing from somewhere in the distance. Watching me dispassionately.

I dragged my head up on aching neck muscles and looked around, fighting against nausea, dizziness, and pain. The room was a dark jail cell. High on one wall was a narrow, barred window, the bars rusty. I could see a sliver of night sky past the bars, passing clouds lit by the hazy, pale light of the moon. One wall held a dented metal door with a slot mid-bottom and a barred viewport near the top. There were ancient stains below the slot. Food. That’s where they’d shove the food. On the opposite side of the square room—less than six feet away—there was a wooden bucket, lit in slanted lines by the moonlight coming in through the window.

A bucket, the wooden bench, and me. The entire contents of my room.

The suit was still attached. All their attempts to dislodge it had failed. And thanks to its mechanical loyalty I was warm, except for the exposed skin of my face. But everything hurt. Every breath sent ice picks into my ribs and chest. Worse was my right arm, site of the blowtorch. It throbbed with a terrible, persistent pain no amount of moving or shifting could reduce. The back of my hand remained numb. The nerves there had been destroyed. Burned away. And my nose, now reduced to an angry lump of flesh hanging on my face, flared despite my attempts to breathe through my mouth.

But the little disk was still there, against my heart.

A win. A small win, but a win.

I tried to think, to form a plan. Any ideas skittered away, sparks across a stone floor, out of reach, leaving me nothing but shifting, formless memories. For some reason I saw my father’s stern and unyielding face, his perpetually disappointed eyes. I heard his voice as if in the cell with me. He repeated the two short words that had plagued me for decades, words coming down from his great height as I ran off the soccer field crying over the loss of yet another game. “A waste,” he said, shaking his head.

A waste of what? A waste of talent? Unlikely, since I had none. A waste of his genetic material? At the time, I knew he was disappointed, and his disappointment spread far beyond this meaningless little soccer game on a frosty Saturday morning. Even now, I couldn’t fathom what arbitrary metric he’d had in place, what measure I’d failed to reach.

My father’s face shifted and became Lyle’s face. Fifty-one-year-old Lyle, not the ancient, unwell Lyle I’d seen in the bunker. He stared at me from my father’s height, eyes cold and hard, regarding me with the same expression. “A waste.” I moaned and tried to roll away, but pain lanced from torn and bruised muscles. Hot tears came again and I was falling back into the darkness, purple and black spots closing on either side of my eyes and enveloping me. As I fell, I heard Lyle say it again, a final time. Whispering. “A waste.”



I woke when the world slipped. My torturers lost their prisoner. I fell, flailing my arms. I dropped perhaps four feet and hit the ground. My bruised ribs and back exploded in screaming agony. I lay a moment, gasping. I dragged my eyes open. The sky was dark with only a hint of predawn light. I’d fallen into a small, grassy clearing in the middle of a forest. Evergreen trees surrounded me, pine-needled limbs arching overhead. Shadowy towers pointing at glittering stars.

Footsteps behind me.

I thrashed, panicked. I tried to stand and run but staggered and fell back to the grass. I’d never felt more helpless.

The footsteps came to a stop, and I heard a rustle of cloth as whoever it was knelt. A hand fell on my shoulder, the touch light. “Scott Treder?” a female voice asked.

I turned my head, forcing it through the pain, and saw a young, white-haired woman kneeling over me. She wore a sleeved toga, cinched tight at her waist by a bronze belt. At first, I thought it was Jennifer Hayward, my granddaughter, somehow there to rescue me. But as her face swam before my eyes, I understood it had to be someone else.

“The Traveler?” she asked, leaning toward me, her blue eyes very large, her brow furrowed.

The crawling fingers of purple and black gathered at the edges of my vision again, tunneling. I tried to bring my arm up, to touch her face and reassure myself she was real, but the tunnel collapsed, and she was gone.






CHAPTER 27


Sunlight warmed my face. I lay on soft bedding, covered from the neck down by a silky sheet. The new sensations distracted me at first. Then I realized I didn’t hurt anymore. I took a deep breath: my ribs gave a distant pang but were otherwise fine. Breathing in brought the light scent of flowers. I could smell. My nose was no longer a fleshy hunk of throbbing agony. My arm, burned so badly, felt fine as well, although there was a weight to it, and something sticky against the skin. Even the deep-muscle aches from hauling on the concrete slab to rescue Lily and Case were almost gone. Still sore, but minimal. The day-after burn from a modest workout.

I opened my eyes. Squinted against sunlight.

I was in a small room. The walls were a pale blue. A window on the wall to my left looked over a small bubbling waterfall cascading across black rocks. It had to be artificial. An image of extreme detail. But the sunlight was real. It fell from a skylight over my head. My bed was large and sat three feet off the floor. There was a row of sleek machines with blinking green lights along the wall.

The white-haired woman in the sleeved toga sat cross-legged in a chair next to the bed. She read from a paper-thin tablet about the size of a hardback book. She wore open-toed sandals, complete with thin leather thongs wrapped around her calves.

Blue eyes flicked above the edge of the tablet and met mine. “Welcome back.” She had an unfamiliar accent.

“Where…?”

“Wait, before you talk. Here.” She stood and set the tablet down on the sheet near my leg. She brought a glass of water from a side table and helped me sit to drink. I sipped, and a bit of water splashed onto my chest, flattening the thin cloth of a gown to my skin.

The skinsuit was gone.

Panic swept through me, and I twitched. The woman, misunderstanding, gripped the back of my head to steady me. She held the water for me until I’d had enough, then she stepped back. She sat again, folding her legs under her. “You are at the Bergeman University Medical Center. It is ten forty in the morning in the year eighty-six MR. That’s Modern Reckoning.”

“Modern Reckoning.”

“If my history is correct, this would be the year two thousand seven hundred and forty-four CE. Or, for you, eighteen days since you began your travels.”

“Who are you?”

“My name is Anjari.”

“Anjari.”

“I am a scholar of the Word of the Traveler.”

The Word. I took a breath. “You speak English.”

“I learned the Norte American dialect as part of my thesis requirements. I hope I am speaking properly? Am I understandable?”

“You speak English better than I do.”

She flashed a smile. “Thank you so much.” She leaned forward. “How do you feel? You were badly injured when I found you.”

I pulled my arm from the sheet. The top of my hand and my forearm to the elbow were encased in a thin green gel. I touched it. It was sticky, but my finger came away without leaving a mark.

“Intensive recovery package,” Anjari said. “Do you have pain?”

“No, no. It’s just strange.”

“Yes, of course. Are you sure you are okay? The medical staff said you had all the characteristics of a severe beating, of torture. Heinous, despicable acts.”

“I feel okay. I’ve never—I haven’t been hurt like that before. But I feel okay now.”

“Was it the Vale Riders?”

“Who?”

“Those who did this to you. It is a part of the hypothesis driving my thesis.”

“What is?”

“Where you were, during your last travel forward through time. Scholars of the Word have known for decades the when, based on writings of the Word itself, and from scripture left by the Followers, but not the precise where. Scholars could not agree. The year in which you last emerged, two thousand three hundred and eighty-five CE by your reckoning, was in the dark period after the Autonomous War, when human culture reemerged and established pockets of semifeudal societies anywhere not made uninhabitable by the machines.”

“They called it the Last War.”

“Yes. It was not the last, of course. Not at all.” She gathered the tablet from the bed and tapped on it, her fingers flying.

“So, these … Vile Raiders.”

“Vale Riders.”

“Okay.”

“They were one of the feudal groups in the greater California territory. My theory is you traveled forward through time to their location, had a battle, and were captured. There was evidence. Anecdotal reports, family legends, of a stranger who appeared in their midst one day and killed scores of men and women before being subdued by their great leader, Harrun Vale. And pieces of technology the Riders had for years afterward, especially weaponry and armor, more advanced than those of their neighbors and enemies.”

“Well. I didn’t kill dozens of them. And no women.”

“I was right, then?”

“Pretty close. Could I, um … have a little more water?”

“Of course, yes.” She got up again to hand me the glass.

“So, you found me.”

“You were right on time. And I was only a few dozen meters off in my estimate.”

“And after?”

“After that, I brought you here.”

“You carried me?”

“Of course.” She said it like it was nothing. Easy.

“How far?”

“Well, I physically carried you to my aircar. From there I flew you straight here. You were not breathing well, and your arm … It looked extremely bad, especially after I got you out of the skin armor.”

“You just took the skinsuit off?”

“It was nearly out of energy.” Her eyes were on the tablet again, not paying close attention. “Decent protection, and advanced technology for its time period, but I had to get you out of it to treat you with first aid in the aircar.”

“Oh. Right.” I thought about the trouble the two men in the jail had trying to get the suit off. And she’d flicked a switch, or something, and taken it off. “Where is it now?”

“We had to destroy it. I am sorry. I had to destroy my gown, as well, and go through a sterilizing shower. You did, too, though you were unconscious. I even had to send my aircar in for sterilization.”

“The suit is gone?”

“Yes. Again, I am sorry. We could not risk infection from an ancient parasite or virus for which we have no resistance.”

“There was—there was a disk. A little thing wrapped in leather. It was against my chest—”

“Yes. The quantum-state holocrystal. We recovered it, but it appears to be damaged.”

I let out a breath and set my head back against the padded headboard. “The what?”

“You did not know what it was?”

“I hadn’t … I hadn’t had time to look at it. What did you call it? A holocrystal?”

“Yes. Three-dimensional laser-encoded holographic data storage encoded within a quantum field enclosure. Radically advanced, given the age of the design. We are trying to get it functioning again, although we have no compatible interface for it, and it may be damaged beyond operability.”

“It’s a computer?”

“It cannot perform computations. It is a high-capacity storage device. Extraordinarily high capacity.” She noticed my expression. “Are you all right?”

“Yes. It’s just—my son left me that disk. He went to great lengths to make sure it got to me. I don’t even know what it is.”

“Your son. Lyle.”

“Yes.”

“The author of the Word.”

“My son.”

“Of course. Your son. Do you wish the holocrystal returned to you?”

“If you can get it working. I’d love to know what Lyle sent me. And if you can’t … I guess I’d still like it back. Before tomorrow morning.”

“It will be so,” Anjari said.

A moment passed. I looked at the skylight. There was a filter on the glass, dimming the light but leaving it bright enough to be comforting. It was carefully designed. “We’re at a university hospital.”

“That is correct.”

“Where’s the university?”

“We are on the southeastern side of New City of Angels.”

“Los Angeles?”

“The rebuilt version. The original was leveled during the Autonomous War. The destruction was conventional. No atomic weapons, no chemical agents. Long after the war, Marcus Bergeman and his followers started the city again.”

“The university is named after him?”

“Actually, after his granddaughter. She founded it.” Anjari unfolded from the chair and stood. “We can continue to converse, but I am sure you would like to move. The medical technicians indicated you should ambulate as part of your recovery.”

I realized I did want to get up. With her help, I pulled the sheets off and swung my legs over the edge of the bed. There was a twinge in my side where my ribs were still mending, but otherwise I felt good. Better than I had in days, in fact. Since falling out of midair on a suburban street in Madison. And I could only have been here hours, at most. “Your medical technology is fantastic.”

Anjari smiled and took my hand as I tried to stand. Her palm was warm and dry, her grip firm, and there was obvious strength behind it. “We have some of the most advanced medical research programs in the world here.” She guided me upright. My legs were shaky, but after I stood in place for a moment the tremors fell away. The thin gown went to my knees. My feet were bare, and the textured floor was warm. It was easy to grip with my toes, which was probably the point.

“Well, they can have my vote for number one.”

Anjari tilted her head. “Yes.”

“Are we going outside?”

“I was thinking you would like to.”

“Could I have some pants or something first?” I looked at my bare feet and back up at her. “Maybe some shoes?”

“Yes, of course. There is some clothing for you in the closet. Hospital issue.”

She led me to the wall opposite the image of the bubbling brook. She pressed her palm to a flat pad raised a quarter of an inch from the wall. The wall split along a seam not visible before and slid apart, revealing a small closet. Hanging, neatly pressed, were a few variations on the sleeved toga Anjari wore. She picked one and held it out.

“Right,” I said. I took the toga. We stood there for a few seconds. “Could I, you know, put this on?”

“Yes, of course.” She made no move to turn around.

“Um. Privately?”

“Ah, of course. Propriety. I’m sorry, I had forgotten my studies. I will turn my back.” She walked to the bed, picked up her tablet, and faced away from me. I took a breath and pulled off the gown. I stood there, naked, and tried to figure out the toga. Eventually I worked it out. The cloth, silky smooth against my skin, fell into place as if tailored specifically to fit me.

“There are sandals for you as well,” Anjari said without turning. “In the closet.”

I found the sandals and spent the next few minutes trying to get the leather straps to work. Anjari came to help me. “Have you never used these?” she asked as she tied the straps around my calves.

“Never.”

“Interesting. Please, come with me. I will show you around.”

“Do we need to tell the doctors?”

“I have already done so.” She held up the tablet and I realized she was taller than I was. “My implants are restricted, but I can still use a handheld for basic terminal access.”

“Implants?”

“I am sorry, it is so easy to forget these things. Almost everyone has neural implants, now. Computers in the brain. That is the closest analogy in your terminology.”

“So, you have them, too?” I asked, groping for something to say.

“Of course. I have since I was a child. The implants grew with me. They are a part of me. But one of the requirements to be accepted to Bergeman is to disable most of the functions of the implants. Net terminal access, visual and auditory recording, memory augmentation. Anything giving us an advantage over a human such as yourself.”

“Seems pretty rough, if you grew up with all that.”

“It is one of the reasons Bergeman is a world-renowned institution of higher learning. I knew the price when I applied, and one I pay willingly. Once I graduate, all my implant functionality will be restored.” She smiled. “And, I will have my degree. Come.” She palmed open the door and led me into a brightly lit corridor lined on one side with doors identical to my own. The other side was glass: a single giant pane running the length of the corridor in either direction.

The view over the city stopped me. “Oh, wow.”

The hospital sat on a hillside. The ground sloped from the window toward the flat Los Angeles valley below. The city filled the valley to the ocean. The air was clear, without any hint of haze or smog. Skyscrapers stood and glittered in the sunlight, towering monuments of spectacular, sweeping architecture, many with broad sections of green parkland on their roofs or on platforms held out to the sides like arms holding dinner plates. Hundreds of dots moved in the sky around the city, and it wasn’t until one swept close by that I realized it was a vehicle. An aircar.

“It is beautiful,” Anjari said. “I sometimes forget to observe and appreciate. It is of significant scale, is it not?”

“How many people live here?”

“In the city proper? I think twenty-two million. I could get the exact figure for you—”

“No, no, it’s not important.”

“Come, I will show you more.” She took my arm and walked me to the end of the corridor. We emerged into a large, open area, like a lobby. The ceiling was a dome of glass, letting the sun in, lighting up ferns and palm trees in naturalistic planters. There was a waterfall—a real one—along one wall. We walked by a broad desk, a digital sign across its front showing text in a language I didn’t recognize. The man behind it nodded and smiled as we passed.

“What would you like to see?” Anjari asked.

“I have no idea.”

“Then I will take you to my favorite place.” We walked a few more steps, then I stopped. Anjari halted next to me. “Are you okay?”

“I, um…” I trailed off, looking around at the enormous, opulent room. “I don’t know.”

“Do you need to return to your room?”

“No, no, I mean … it’s just—this is a lot to take in.”

“It is overwhelming.”

“Yes. Overwhelming. Anjari…”

“Yes?”

“Please don’t take this the wrong way. But what do you want from me?”

“What do you mean?”

“The last few places I’ve been—the last times, eras, I mean—things didn’t go so well. You know? I got people killed, just for being me. Being the Traveler.” I looked away. I wasn’t even sure what I meant.

An image came to me. The barrel of my own gun pressed against my forehead.

Just—just fucking do it.

Anjari touched my arm, bringing me back to the present. “Scott Treder. I am a scholar of the Word, it is true. But I am not interested in exploiting you. I would like to learn from you, yes. But I would also like to know you and help you.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t know what I—I … I don’t know.”

“It is okay. I will not make you do anything you do not wish to do.”

“All right.”

“Now, would you like to see my favorite place? We can continue to converse as well, of course, if you wish.”

I met her eyes and found myself searching. For what, I wasn’t sure. But I could only make out concern and care. “Okay. Let’s go.”



Anjari brought me to a garage-like structure on top of the hospital, open to the air. There, lined up in neat, gleaming rows, were sleek, ovoid vehicles. Aircars. None had tires. Instead, they sat flat on the smooth concrete. Anjari took out her tablet and tapped for a few seconds, frowning, before she brightened and nodded toward a nearby aircar. It was dark red, although as we walked closer the color shifted with the change in perspective, becoming deep blue, then back to maroon. “Holinstead, nice enough. Go ahead and get in.”

“How?”

She smiled and tapped on the tablet again. Hidden seams along either side of the ovoid appeared and split with a soft hiss, and doors flanged open.

“Okay.” I got in what would have been the passenger side of a car from my time, sinking into a bucket seat. I noticed there was no steering wheel. Anjari sat in the opposite seat and tapped on the tablet. The doors shut and sealed us in. For a moment there was no view—the windows, or whatever they were, were opaque, and the same flat gray as the rest of the interior. Then Anjari tapped a few more commands and the vehicle hummed to life. Instruments lit the front panel. The windows cleared.

“This is nice.” I ran a hand along the wooden paneling under the instruments.

“I prefer my Polarni.”

I remembered her mentioning her car was in for sterilization. To take care of any germs I’d brought along with me. “Whose car is this?”

“Courtesy, from the service department.” She tapped on the tablet. “Sorry, this would be a lot quicker with my implants. I have to interface this mobile terminal to the aircar’s computer.”

“It’s fine.”

She tapped some more. “Here we go.”

The car lifted off the ground, buttery smooth. It was disconcerting to see the landing pad fall away below us. Anjari looked at me as the car banked and accelerated in the direction of the city. “It all must be terribly strange.”

We joined a stream of cars, part of some invisibly defined midair highway. A cloud went by, briefly obscuring my view of the landscape. “It’s a little weird, yes.”

“You have only been making your travels for eighteen days, and yet you have traveled so far.”

“It feels like a lot longer than that.”

There was a moment’s silence.

“Scott Treder,” Anjari said. Something in her tone made me turn and look at her. “I wish to ask you something. But you do not have to feel requirement to answer.”

“All right.” For a heart-stopping moment I thought she was going to ask me about the jail cell, about being tortured. About how I’d come into her time broken and bloody and nearly unconscious.

“What do you believe is happening to you?”

“What do you mean?”

“There is the obvious. You are traveling. Being transported forward through time by unknown means. The Word has its dogma for what is happening to you. But you are the real Traveler. What do you believe?” She held my eyes. Passionate, with genuine interest.

I wanted to give her an answer. I opened my mouth. Shut it. “I don’t know.”

“Hmm,” she murmured. And she waited, as if she knew I had more to say.

I stared out the window and watched the sun-dappled Los Angeles valley crawl beneath us. There was no sound of air going by, only the soft hum of the engine. I wondered what kind of technology it used, if it was gravity manipulation like Lyle had guessed he and others might learn from my jumps forward through time. It could be some technology the scientists of my time could never have imagined. These people were advanced. They’d healed me in hours from wounds that should’ve taken weeks or months of recovery. They flew in personal aircars and had neural implants in their heads to link them to the Net. But even with all that, three words Anjari said stood out.

By unknown means.

She didn’t know how it was happening, any more than I did.

“My son wrote the Word,” I said. “He did it against my wishes. I asked him to live his life, and not try to save mine. He didn’t listen. When he couldn’t figure out how to stop it, stop the leaps forward in time, he turned to trying to protect me. He wrote the Word to keep me safe.” I looked over. Anjari watched me. So far, at least, she didn’t seem disappointed. But still, I hesitated. “Anjari.”

“Yes?”

“How big—how important—is the Word? Is it still a religion?”

“It has declined in significance, along with many religions. After the Autonomous War, religious worship came back into preeminence among many cultures on Earth. Christianity and Islam, especially, although Hinduism and Shinto gained enormous followers. It is a historical irony so many found a god or gods after the terrible destruction wrought by the war. The Word was among those religions that returned, especially during the dark times. But more recently, as technology has leaped forward at paces never seen in human history, religion has again declined. Mars, for example, is almost entirely secular.” She spoke like a professor. I wondered if she was a TA or taught her own courses.

“Mars? Really?”

“Yes. Large swaths have been made Earthlike and rendered habitable.”

“Wow.”

“It is an exciting time for humanity. But, Scott Treder, what does this have to do with my original question?”

I remembered Miri. Her eyes when I made her promise not to follow the Word after I was gone. “Don’t take this the wrong way. But are you related to me?”

Her eyebrows rose. “No. Not in any way I have been able to determine. I was curious. Dug in records, in case I was a descendant. But no, I have not found any genetic connection, aside from the general sense that all of humanity shares some genetic material.”

Maybe Miri kept her promise, after all. “Are you an adherent?”

“Do you mean, am I a follower of the Word?”

“Yes.”

“No. I am interested in it for its historical value. I am not religious in your sense of the word.”

“All right. According to what Lyle wrote, I’m supposed to be traveling to the end point, right? The end of everything. To do … something. And that makes me special. I’m paraphrasing. I haven’t read it.”

“You have not read it?”

“No. I haven’t had the time. And now—I mean, Lily, ah … someone gave me a copy. But I lost it when … I lost it.”

“I can get you the original Norte text, untranslated—”

“That’s—I mean, yes, that would be great, thank you, but not what I’m driving at.”

“And what are you driving at?”

“Lyle wrote the Word.”

“Yes.”

“Lyle, my protective, obsessed, brilliant son. He created a religion to survive past his lifetime and protect me. He didn’t write it through some revelation from God, or after a feverish, life-altering dream. He made it all up.”

Anjari gazed at me, her eyes sparkling in the sunlight streaming in through the tinted windows of the aircar. “Does that diminish it for you? Diminish its worth?”

I opened my mouth to reply, then frowned. “I guess so, yes.”

“Perhaps the origin of the sentiment does not matter. Perhaps its worth is determined by the value others place on it, on what they get out of it.”

“I don’t know. If the Old Testament hadn’t been understood as revelation, straight from God’s mouth to the page, would it have held the same kind of sway over people?”

“Maybe not back then, four or five thousand years ago. But from my studies of your time, I believe even then many people understood that if such a work was not literally true, the teachings it contained through its stories and metaphors still held great value.” Her eyes shifted forward as the car banked into a turn. “Ah. We are approaching my spot.”

The aircar brought us toward a green hillside in a smooth, controlled arc. It landed on the grass without a bump. Anjari tapped on her tablet and the doors swung open for us. “Come, Scott Treder.” She led me across the grassy plain to the steep side of the hill. White marble steps led to a flat area of grass. Anjari took my arm and walked down the steps to the platform. She brought me to the edge, and, folding her legs, sat, pulling me down with her.

I fiddled with the toga to get comfortable. Looked at the city.

The sight was like the one at the hospital, but much grander. We were higher and had no ceiling over our heads to restrict the view. The curved, dramatic spires and skyscrapers reached up through the clouds. It was a towering city of marble, metal, and glass, pulsing with energy and movement. Aircars flew in the thousands, all around the city, back and forth. Trees the size of redwoods swayed on massive park platforms. The platforms themselves stood dozens, even hundreds of stories off the ground. Between the skyscrapers and above the smaller buildings, I could see the Pacific, glinting in the sunlight, dotted by hundreds of ships traveling toward or away from the horizon.

“I am a historian,” Anjari said next to me, her voice soft. “I read our surviving primary sources from your time. I imagine places of distant past, long swept away by the tides of time. But I cannot imagine myself living any time but now. This is humanity’s time. There has not been a major war since the Unification, since all humans, everywhere, were enfranchised and given a voice.”

“It’s beautiful.”

“I am sure, to you, your time was the most beautiful of all.”

“No. Not really.” I gazed at the astonishing skyline. “This is a great spot.”

“Yes.” She pointed at the hill behind us. “There used to be letters here. Giant letters, spelling something for all to see. Archeologists uncovered the remains of the structure many years ago. It must have been so important, these letters, for them to be placed here. We have such gaps in our knowledge, not to know what they said.”

“‘Hollywood.’”

“Say again?”

I smiled, still looking out over the city. “The word. It spelled ‘Hollywood.’”



She took me to lunch in a little café near the top of one of the skyscrapers with a view of the Pacific. We had a table near the window, and I couldn’t help but stare at the clouds moving below us and at the distant ripples of the ocean waves.

Anjari watched me. She sipped a hot drink she’d ordered for us both. It was strongly flavored tea I didn’t care for but drank anyway. The café was busy, a constant hum of conversation ebbing and flowing around us. If I didn’t pay attention, the words could have been English, my English, and I could have been back in my own time, listening to an indistinct murmur. If I did listen—if I let my brain settle on a conversation, even a word—then I heard the unfamiliar tones, the foreign cadence and syntax that rendered the language unintelligible, and I lost the sensation. I fell back into this alien time. This strange new vision of the world.

“Are you sure there is nothing more you would like to see?” Anjari asked as we waited for our food. She’d ordered for both of us. I couldn’t read the menu and her translations of the dishes made little sense to me.

“I don’t even know what to ask to see.”

“The world now is a spectacular place.”

“I can tell that much from here.”

“We must return to the hospital after we eat, so the medical personnel can run a final assessment. After that, I can take you somewhere, if you like. Your old home?”

“No. No, that’s okay.”

“There is another option. There are many others who would like to speak with you. I have been selfishly holding you to myself, but I am far from the only academic who would wish to talk with you, about what you have seen, where you came from…”

“I can probably do that. But not for too long, okay? Not for hours and hours.”

“That is okay. They will take what they can get.”

“You’re very good with idioms. From my time, I mean. I’ve heard that learning idioms is one of the hardest parts about learning another language.”

“I have studied Norte extensively. Primary sources are critical for my thesis, and idioms are important to discern both textual and subtextual intent. But I thank you.”

“So, just historians at this shindig, right?”

“Yes. I believe so.”

I stared out the window for a while, silent, conscious of Anjari watching me. Our food arrived, steaming and with flavorful, unfamiliar odors. Anjari nodded for me to eat. “Please, try it. If you do not enjoy it, you can try mine, or we can order you something else.”

“I’m sure I’ll be fine.” I tried it. The dish was a flaky pastry filled with white fish, covered in a white sauce and resting on a bed of wild rice. The sauce was a little strange, the flavors unusual, almost vinegary. But the fish itself was good. I couldn’t tell whether it was fake, lab grown, or if humanity, despite all it had gone through in the last seven hundred years, had managed to preserve some natural aquatic life. “It’s excellent,” I said, eating more for emphasis.

She smiled and started in on her own dish. She ate with care, chewing thoroughly, enjoying each bite. I found myself slowing down in imitation and discovered the flavors improved with the gentler approach.

When we’d both finished, Anjari got out her tablet and tapped for a few seconds. Then she looked up. “Shall we go? Or would you like more to drink?”

“Don’t we need to pay?”

“I just did.”

“Oh. I can’t repay—”

“Scott Treder. Of course you do not have to repay me. Come, we will go.”



A nurse took me to an examination room at the hospital. Anjari came with me, at my request. I think they allowed it because she could translate for me. She seemed pleased I asked her to come.

We waited a few minutes, and the doctor came in. She wore a classically styled white doctor’s coat, but there was no stethoscope around her neck. She exchanged words with Anjari and came over to me. She peered at my right hand and tapped something on the gel. It split apart and fell into her hands. She set it on the table behind her and motioned for me to make fists with my fingers. My fingers were stiff, a fact I communicated through Anjari, but the doctor nodded and smiled and told Anjari it was to be expected for such a severe burn. The soft tissue was healing well, she said, and the nerve regrowth process had worked as expected. The stiffness would decrease over the next day or so.

The doctor prodded my ribs and back and came away satisfied. She asked if I was in any pain, and when I shook my head, she said a few things to Anjari, patted my shoulder, and left.

“Are you still willing to meet the others?” Anjari asked.

I hesitated.

“Only a few hours,” she said.

“Okay.”

She flew us to another building on campus. We could have walked, but Anjari said she wanted the car nearby for later. We parked on the roof of a large, hexagonal structure next to an open lawn. Students walked back and forth across the grass, most wearing variations on the sleeved toga. None had backpacks or carried books.

Anjari led me down a series of windowed stairways and into the hexagonal building interior. We came to what looked like a pair of ballroom doors. Anjari stopped outside them. “Are you sure you are willing to do this?”

“Not really. But it will help, right? It’s a good thing to do.”

“It is a good thing to do, but not something you must do.”

“It’s okay. Let’s do it.”

It was as I expected. I stood with Anjari at my side and people streamed up to me, gathering in a semicircle to ask questions. Anjari translated for those who needed translating, although several spoke my twenty-first-century American version of English—“Norte”—as well as or better than Anjari.

They asked about the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. They asked about the times I’d seen between then and now, about the Legion war and about the Machine War, which they all referred to as the Autonomous War, as though humans had nothing to do with it. And, of course, they asked me about the Word, and about what it was like to travel through time.

I told them what I could, describing it as best as I was able. They listened and nodded and murmured at different points, as though my words were a revelation. Anjari took notes on her tablet and interjected with her own questions at times, sometimes to clarify for the speaker and other times, I suspected, for her own research. A few times questioners frowned at my responses, and one stormed away when I answered an innocuous-sounding question about professional sports in the United States in the early twenty-first century. I gathered from the question that sports historians believed the NFL to be rather more blood soaked and gladiatorial than it was.

They were quiet whenever I talked about time travel, but they appeared to accept it as true, almost as a matter of course. I was still the only known person to travel through time, and they assured me they had no idea as to the mechanism by which I was being transported. There were many competing theories. One woman, I assumed to be a historian of science or a physicist, asked many questions about my experience and listened as Anjari translated my answers. She was particularly interested to learn Lyle had temporarily disrupted a transit, but when I pressed her for more, she said she didn’t have any idea how he had done it, much less how to reproduce it.

I sensed my experience was so well-known now, such a part of the collective culture thanks to the Word, that it wasn’t alien to them. I was the Traveler. One more piece of history. None seemed overwhelmed to be talking with me.

It began to blur together. Someone brought water and trays of flat, dry crackers with various cheeses. I ate and kept up a steady stream of answers as more and more people came by. Each would wait, patiently, listening to the person before them, then step up to ask their question or questions, listen to my answers, and move off, forming little groups that chattered and argued.

The volume level of the large ballroom rose. The noise and the constant need to pay attention triggered a pulsing throb in my temples. As the afternoon passed, the pain moved behind my eyes and became stabbing. I wondered, distantly, if time travel was making my headaches worse. I’d long had them, mostly induced by poor posture sitting at the computer. But the ones I was getting even when I wasn’t about to jump through time felt more painful than I remembered.

Anjari scanned my face and called everything to a halt. “I will take you away now. Is that acceptable?”

“Absolutely.”

A few people tried to ask more questions, but they were restrained and well-mannered about allowing us to leave. We left perhaps two hundred academics standing in clusters around the big room, talking and waving their hands.

“You have made their year,” Anjari said as she guided me down the hallway, back toward the aircar. “Maybe some careers, in fact. The ultimate primary source.”

“Glad I could help.”

She peered at me. “I have a mild analgesic in the car.”

“Am I that easy to read?”

“A little, yes.”

“Thanks. I’ll take you up on it.”

“Come, Scott Treder. We will have dinner.”






CHAPTER 28


We ate at a place the architectural opposite of where we’d eaten lunch. It was a small seafood restaurant on a beach, a single-story building made of dark wood soaked through with years of cooking and saltwater brine. It was comforting in its familiarity, a restaurant that would not have been out of place in my day. We sat on the sand, under an awning, and watched the sun go down over the edge of the horizon, filling the sky with reds and purples and blues. Anjari brought a large shopping bag with her, the top cinched tight, but she didn’t mention it, and I didn’t ask.

For the main course I had a pinkish fish, maybe salmon, seasoned with a medley of flavors I didn’t recognize. Anjari insisted on getting us dessert, and we split a piece of thick chocolate pie reminiscent of a rich truffle.

“Everyone is so healthy here,” I said as we took turns with the pie. I had not seen anyone who looked ill, or overweight, or even less than comely. There were elderly people but all I’d seen were lean and seemingly fit. And happy.

“Gene modification is common.” She slipped a piece of pie in her mouth and slid the fork back from her lips, relishing the chocolate on her tongue.

“People are … designed?”

“Not in the sense of, say, this chair, or this fork. There is still much room for randomization in genetics. And not everyone has gene modification. There are some groups who do not approve of such tampering. But most do. It makes sense, does it not? We live longer, healthier, and we are more attractive. There is no downside.”

“If there’s no downside, why do some groups disapprove?”

“There are arguments. Some feel genetic modification ruins natural evolution. That we are modifying ourselves into an evolutionary dead end. Or, worse, by making ourselves immune to common, harmless viruses, we will find ourselves infected with a supervirus none of us can withstand.”

I thought of the pandemics I’d lived through. The massive disruption of COVID-19, and the toll it had taken on society. I hoped nothing like that would happen here, to Anjari’s beautiful world. “What do you think?”

“My parents modified my genes. I am rarely sick. I eat what I like and remain fit with little exercise. I am highly intelligent and athletically talented. I was not constrained by any naturally occurring disability. Nothing has prevented me from becoming what I wanted to become except my own will and drive. I will grow old slowly, and gracefully, and will remain vital and a contributing member of society well into advanced age.” She smiled. “I am for it.”

“That all does sound pretty good.”

“And I disagree with one of the counterarguments. That by modifying ourselves we are continuing evolution by another means, and this is inherently wrong somehow. If you consider it, what is natural? We are from nature. We have the ability to do this, the intelligence, so when we use that intelligence to better ourselves, it is unnatural, evil? No. That is a foolish argument to me.”

“Hmm.”

She studied me. “You are tired.”

“I am,” I said. It was more of an admission than I’d like.

“I have a hotel room picked out for you. It’s at the university, where they put up guest lecturers and other dignitaries.”

“I can’t pay…”

“Nonsense. Like I said earlier, you have made many careers. I will take you, but first, I have some things for you.”

I lifted my eyebrows.

She picked up the shopping bag I’d noticed earlier. She undid the top. “First.” She withdrew a tablet much like the one she was always tapping on and handed it to me. “The Word, in the original, unedited Norte.”

I took the thin slab of glass. “Thank you, Anjari.”

“I am hoping it will carry forward with you tomorrow.”

I nodded and tried to keep the grimace off my face as I stared down at the tablet. I didn’t want to think about traveling forward again.

“And,” Anjari said. “This.” She raised a dark bundle of cloth and let it unravel. In the candlelight it looked like a wet suit, the kind divers wore. “It is a survival suit. I ordered it for you today because I destroyed your other one. It is maybe not as good as the one your son gave you, because that one came from your son. But then again, it is perhaps much better? Much newer? They are used by mountain climbers and explorers. Very tough. And smart. It is inlaid with adaptive electronics. Here.” She held it across the table.

I took it. The material was soft to the touch, pliable, and smooth in texture. I looked at Anjari. “Thank you so much.”

“You are welcome so much. There is more.” She gestured at the bag at her feet. “It is a full package. Mask, protection for your head and face, and the like. It will help keep you safe.”

“I can never repay you.”

“Scott Treder. As I keep saying, you do not have to repay me. You being here is more than payment enough. The insights you have given me, the access to your memories, it is invaluable. I will graduate in no small part thanks to you.” She hesitated, perhaps seeing something on my face. “I do not mean it to be entirely transactional.”

“No, it’s okay. I’m glad I could help you.”

She smiled. “Let us get you to your room.”



She took me to the hotel next to the university. The building had its own landing pad for her aircar, with enough space for a few dozen others on the roof. My room was only two floors down from the top. One entire wall was glass that I could turn opaque with a touch of a button. There was a massive bed piled with blankets, pillows, and a thick duvet. A small table bracketed by two comfortable-looking chairs stood near the window-wall. The bathroom was enormous and well-appointed, with two vanities and both a jacuzzi-style tub and a walk-in shower. It felt like a penthouse at a downtown Chicago hotel in my day. The kind I could never afford.

Anjari stayed at the door as I stepped inside. “Order anything you need using the wall interface,” she said. “The university will pay the tab. I will collect you in the morning. Please be awake and ready by four thirty. I will bring breakfast. I know it is early, but I have one more thing I hope to give you.” She held out the shopping bag that contained the tablet and survival suit.

I took the bag from her. “Really, you don’t need to do anything more—”

“It is an important thing,” Anjari said, interrupting me for the first time that day. “But I cannot promise it will be ready. So please … be ready.”

I gazed at her. “Okay.”

“Thank you. Good night, Scott Treder. Sleep well.”

“Good night.”

The door shut itself behind her. I stood for a long moment, holding the shopping bag. I went to the massive bed, put the bag down at the foot, and drew out the tablet. Anjari had shown me how it worked. She’d set it up to be as easy as possible. I just needed to tap, and the screen would come up to the Word, presented like an e-reader from my day, although this one could charge itself via sunlight.

I took the tablet to the glass wall and pressed the control to the side of the window to turn out the lights in the room. Reflected light from behind me vanished, leaving the glass so clear it could have been open air. The view of the city at night was, if anything, even more impressive than it had been during the day. Aircars, their lights bright, streamed in long, tightly controlled patterns between the brilliant arrays of the skyscrapers. It struck me as almost fractal: the complex layers of the buildings as they shimmered into the distance, the swirling firefly rivers of the aircars.

I raised the tablet. Turned it on. The Word of the Traveler. The entire first page was just the title. Lyle’s name wasn’t on it. I stared down at the screen. Lyle had written this, created this out of whole cloth. He hadn’t started the pseudo-religion—that spark had ignited by itself. But he had fanned the flames, writing the words he’d calculated to best propagate the religion, all in the hope that it would lead future generations to protect me. It hadn’t quite worked.

I meant to read it. Even though it was late, and I was exhausted. I wasn’t sure, in that moment, if I wanted to. The idea of the Word felt cold, self-serving. Even the title was calculated, calling back to the Bible. Lyle had never believed I was the messiah—he’d told me as much himself. He’d leveraged belief, weaponized it, harnessing it as one more tool in his quest to save me.

Still. Lyle had written something that had survived seven centuries. It had survived massive wars and the collapse of society as I had known it. That was no small thing. Even if he hadn’t believed it, others had.

I intended to read it. I really did.

But as I stared down at the tablet, the words blurring before my eyes, I kept seeing it. The image of the man coming at me, iron bar raised above his head. It was like a movie playing in slow motion before me. His face, twisted in fear and hot, unthinking anger and determination. The barrel of the SD-4 floating up, unfocused as I aimed it. The feel of the trigger, the weight of the pull. The burst of noise as the round went off.

The explosion that tore the man apart.

I sucked in a trembling breath. The tablet shook in my hands.

I remembered the torturer’s face, screaming at me as he held the photo. It must have been a picture of the man I’d killed. A family member. Someone he cared about. It explained the trembling fury and hate in his eyes as he held my pistol to my head.

Just fucking do it.

I stood there, swaying, watching the city outside as it bustled and moved, as millions of people lived their lives entirely oblivious to me. Then I set the tablet on the side table, feeling numb and empty. I fiddled with the overly complex holographic clock embedded in the table’s surface until I figured out how to set the alarm for the morning. I stripped to my underwear, crawled under the enormous duvet, and fell back into the most comfortable mattress I’d ever experienced. Soft but not too soft, firming up to support my body as I pressed into it.

It was such a contrast from only twenty-four hours earlier. I’d been alone, in agony, on a grimy stone floor, awaiting my next round of torture. Now I was alone again, but in a bed of sumptuous comfort, my wounds healed, my belly full. The dissonance was nearly overwhelming.

But I was too exhausted to think for long.



The alarm woke me at three thirty in the morning. It felt like I hadn’t slept at all.

I showered, then tried to figure out the survival suit. It wasn’t complicated, but I couldn’t sort out the touchpad computer on the left forearm, nor the mask, so I left the suit off and sat near the window in my toga. I watched the expansive, still-glittering city and waited, the suit bundled in my hands.

The door chimed at exactly four thirty. Anjari stood in the doorway when I opened it.

“Good morning,” she said. She held up one of the two bags she carried. Rich scents drifted out from the top. “Hungry?”

“Yes. Come in.”

We ate at the little table in front of the window. I wasn’t entirely sure what I was eating—eggs, real or artificial; cheeses; some warmed pastries, possibly fresh out of the oven. Anjari, between bites, showed me how to use the survival suit’s touchpad. She instructed the suit’s computer to display in “Norte” so I could understand.

“Does it speak?” I asked.

Anjari tilted her head. “Wait, please. There’s one more piece. It is supposed to arrive shortly.”

“One more piece?”

“Please, Scott Treder. It will be the last element.”

“Okay.” I didn’t have any reason not to trust her. She’d shown me nothing but kindness.

After breakfast, Anjari gave me the other bag she’d brought. It held cargo-style fatigues and a gray sweatshirt to wear over the survival suit, both based on designs her historical records suggested appropriate for my time. I went to the bathroom and slid into the skintight survival suit. The material was soft and slick like a wet suit. I then pulled on the cargo pants and sweatshirt. I had to ask Anjari to help me with the survival suit’s helmet. It was more of a mask, a part of the suit’s hood that wrapped around to cover my head. When I looked in the bathroom mirror, I found I could see out perfectly well, but my face was obscured. I looked like a ghost, or the outline of a man with no facial features. Anjari tapped a few commands on the suit touchpad and the mask went translucent from the outside as well, making it look as if I was wearing a hood.

She showed me how to pull up the mask to expose my mouth when I needed to eat or drink. She told me the suit could protect me from poisons, gas, poor oxygen levels, and radiation, and could allow me to survive deep underwater or even in a total vacuum for extended periods of time.

We went back into the living room and watched the city as it woke and prepared for sunrise. Anjari was quieter than I had come to expect, but she kept shifting back and forth. Excited. For the time jump, I supposed. She’d already seen me fall out of the air. Maybe she was excited at the prospect of seeing me vanish before her eyes.

“I wish I could stay,” I said. I stared out across the expansive city. Watched the streams of aircars, the countless lights. “This … this seems like a good time. A good place to stay.”

I felt her eyes on me. “Scott Treder. You have a greater destiny ahead.”

“I doubt that.”

“At the very least, it is a most tremendous adventure.”

“It’s an adventure,” I said, my voice cracking.

“And one that, for some reason, you must experience.”

I thought back to what Lyle told me: to live, to wake up. “Anjari, I know you said it already, but I just want to make sure … may I take the tablet with me? If it’s anything like my old phone, it should come with me. I … I didn’t read the Word. I meant to, but last night, I … I didn’t.”

“Of course. Of course, yes. I meant for you to take it with you.” Anjari, spotting the tablet on the table, walked over and picked it up. “It is fully charged. Please—it should fit in the pockets you have in the pants.”

“Thank you.” I took the tablet and managed to cram it into one of the deep cargo pockets on my right leg.

“You are welcome, Scott Treder. I—” There was a chime from the door, and Anjari’s eyes widened. “Stay. Wait. This is it.”

I blinked and waited. She was back in moments. In her hands was a small package, wrapped in silver gift wrap, complete with a bow on top. She held the package out, smiling. “I am so glad it was finished in time. Please. Open.”

I took the small package and set it on the table. I glanced up at her and she nodded. I untied the bow and pulled off the silvery paper. The package within was lacquered wood that gleamed in the morning light. A container. It split open through the center. Inside, cradled in foam, was what looked like a fancy curved earpiece, a little bit like a wireless Bluetooth earbud from my time. Next to it was a flat, square disk of silver material. It glinted multicolored in the room’s overhead light, like the back side of a CD. It took me a moment to realize the disk was the object Miri had given me. The holocrystal from Lyle.

“You were able to get it working?”

“Researchers at the university worked through the night. They repaired the damaged sectors and printed a bespoke quantum-mechanical interface for the holocrystal. They thought they would have to write custom code to discover the contents, but the holocrystal self-booted when it received power.” She pointed at the earpiece. “It is all there. We transferred everything, per the instructions that appeared during the self-boot. The holocrystal itself is blank now, but we thought you might want it. He is now in the much more modern quantum-fold lattice array built into the earpiece. Upgraded, far beyond the capacity of the holocrystal.”

“He?”

“Put on the earpiece, Scott Treder.”

It fit over my left ear, sliding into place as though custom-built for me. Likely it was. The bulk of it—which wasn’t much—sat behind my ear, against my skull.

It turned on.

“Dad.”

My breath caught in my throat. The hotel room swam around me, the city lights through the window slanting and spiraling. “Lyle?” The word came out a halting, choked gasp.

“I’m here, Dad,” the voice in my ear said. It was Lyle’s voice, his voice as I remembered it from when he was in his early fifties, up on the mountain in his little cabin, showing me how to blow apart firewood.

“How?” I pressed the earpiece against my skull with my left hand. Behind me, visible in the reflection in the window, Anjari stood with her hands clasped before her.

“My final idea, Dad,” Lyle’s voice said. “I constructed this from what I learned the last time with the Second Device, when it seemed like we’d stopped your transits. Not quite all for naught after all. I learned how to make a copy of my quantum imprint, that connection to human consciousness, and inject it into the quantum substrate of the holocrystal.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“I leveraged what I learned from your jump to copy myself from carbon-based nerve endings into quantum crystalline pathways.”

“Are you—” I swallowed. The city beyond the wall-sized window blurred and refracted through my tears. “Are you real?”

“That’s a harder question to answer than you might believe.”

“But are you … you?”

“My internal time indicates we have only tens of minutes until your next transit,” Lyle’s voice said. “But if this will suffice for now, I believe myself to be me.”

“Scott Treder,” Anjari said. Her voice was gentle but insistent. “I apologize. But time is short. I have an idea for where you may want to take your next jump. A place that may remain as static and safe as possible for the next seven hundred years.”

I didn’t want to leave, to jump again. I wanted to stay and figure out this new twist, this voice in my head, the voice of my dead son.

But I couldn’t.

I took a breath. “Where?”

“My favorite spot.”






CHAPTER 29


We stood together on the hill where she’d taken me the day before. We looked out over the lights of the city, framed against the darkness of the Pacific. Behind us, over the hilltop, the sky began to glow purple and orange.

The headache pulsed behind my eyes.

“Minutes now,” Anjari said.

“Do you think the—do you think Lyle will come with me?” I focused on my breathing, as I had all the way from the hotel. In and out. In and out. I patted the pocket at my thigh, making sure the tablet was still there.

“I hope so.”

Lyle was silent in my ear, as though he was biding his time.

Could an artificial, computerized version of my son bide his time?

I went to touch the curving earpiece again but forced my hand down. The earpiece felt cold and heavy somehow, even though I knew it was lightweight and perfectly customized for the specific shape of my head.

I didn’t want to hear the voice in my ear again. Lyle’s voice, come from the grave.

At the same time, I had to hear it again. Lyle’s voice. Come from the grave. Back to me.

I shivered. Breathed. In and out, in and out.

Anjari watched me. Moving impulsively, she hugged me. I wrapped my arms around her in reflex. She gave me a single squeeze and stood back. “I do not know what you will travel into. But your legacy and story will continue, of this I am sure. And our time, humanity’s renewed strength as we pulled ourselves out of the dark, will endure, and we will prosper. We have accomplished so much. I can only imagine the beauty you will experience next, the wonder.”

“I hope so.”

“I will not forget you, Scott Treder.”

“Thank you, Anjari. For everything.”

The weight of the earpiece was alien behind my left ear. Lyle, or the voice of Lyle, was silent.

Anjari smiled. And the world

slipped

and I stumbled as the ground shifted underneath my feet.

Anjari was gone. The sky, which had been clear, was covered in roiling clouds, dark and churning. Gray flakes drifted and swirled. In the distance, through haze and darkness, was the outline of skyscrapers and towers. There were no lights, and the silhouettes of the buildings looked wrong. Incomplete.

I breathed in, tentatively, and a few of the large flakes entered my mouth.

Ash.

I spit, coughing, and pulled the survival suit hood over my face. The touchpad on my forearm lit under my fingers, and I set the suit to adjust its internal atmosphere. The burnt taste and smell disappeared as the suit filtered the air for me.

“Lyle?”

“Yes,” the voice said in my ear. “I’m here. All of me. The quantum matrix into which your friend and her researchers placed me traveled in its entirety forward with you.”

I let out a long, shaking breath. “That’s great.”

“I’ve come with you, Dad. I’m the first being other than you to make a jump forward in time.”

I shut my eyes. Took another breath. Opened my eyes again. I touched the earpiece. My stomach clenched. I had a hard time parsing what I was feeling. “Lyle—I can’t believe…”

“We’ll talk, Dad. But first we need to get you someplace safe.”

I looked around, trying to see. Trying to comprehend. There was little behind me but the scorched earth of the low mountain. The few remaining trees were skeletal sections of burnt wood. The ground was covered in an inch of gray ash. I didn’t know what to do. The image of the dazzling city, so full of life, was still right there in my mind’s eye. Now it was gone, in what for me was less than a heartbeat. It was overwhelming. Things kept happening, hammering at me, one after another.

I didn’t want to keep pressing forward. I needed time to catch my breath. I wanted to stop, to sink to my knees and lie there until I transited again.

There was a weight on my side, pulling gently down on the cargo pants pocket. The tablet. It had traveled with me. The Word of the Traveler, as written by my son.

Lyle.

Lyle, whose voice was now with me as well. Whatever it was, this thing in my ear. A part of my son? A bit of himself that he, in his endless brilliance, had managed to send with me? Or just a clever simulation, not much more advanced than Iron Maiden, programmed with the right responses to sound like the ghost of my son?

Lyle, who had told me to keep pressing forward. See this to the end.

“Dad?” the digital ghost of my son asked.

I cleared my throat. “Where’s safe?”

“I don’t know. But you should find shelter. We don’t know what’s happened here, or if whoever or whatever did it could still be around.”

I thought of the machines fighting their endless, recursive battle through the ruins of Fresno, and grunted.

“Ideally we find you food and water, too,” Lyle said. “And a safe place for you to make your next jump forward.”

Was that what I was reduced to now? Survival, scrounging for food, looking for the next safe place to jump as I clawed my way relentlessly further and further into the future? I looked through the gray particulate haze to the uneven outlines of broken towers. There could be survivors down there, amid the wreckage. They might even be friendly.

A part of me—the part that didn’t want to fold up on the ground, the part that had listened when Lyle told me to keep pushing forward—wanted to know what had happened. What had upended the brilliant possibility, the shining future, that I’d seen in Anjari’s time. “Is it riskier to stay here or go into the city?”

“There’s risk either way.”

“There’s more likely to be food and water in the city. And people, for better or for worse.”

“Yes. But be careful.”

“All right.” I heaved in a breath and started forward, making my way carefully down the hillside, toward the distant towers.



By the time I reached the base of the hillside the sun was up, but little light made it through the dense clouds. I took care where I placed my feet. If I slipped and broke an ankle, I’d be helpless.

I glimpsed something high up out of the corner of my eye. I turned, but whatever it was—a flash of black, something immense and mechanical—disappeared behind the clouds. The hairs rose along my neck and arms. “Did you see that?”

“I have limited access to the systems of your survival suit,” Lyle said. “The optics in the helmet did not pick up anything I could register. What did you see?”

“I don’t know. Something in the clouds. Big.”

Ash drifted from the sky and billowed up from the ground, driven by gusts of wind. I kicked up more as I trudged forward. The survival suit kept me comfortable, but the darkness and the feel of the ash under my boots was oppressive. Almost drowning. “What do you think happened here?”

“War.”

“Radiation?”

“The suit’s systems are limited. But it’s detecting some radiation spikes when you turn in certain directions. It’s not dangerous to you in the short term, although you wouldn’t want to stay here for months. Even weeks.”

Good thing I couldn’t stay for weeks even if I wanted to. “Spikes? From the city?”

“Primarily from the north and the east, toward the interior.”

“Nukes, you think?” Images from my youth flashed through my mind. The Cold War and duck-and-cover had been my parents’ generation, but as kids we’d watched historical footage of the many atomic tests in history class, and we’d seen photographs of the aftermath of the bombs in Hiroshima and Nagasaki. I remembered, vividly, the black-and-white archival footage of an artificial town blown apart, buildings disintegrating under the blast wave and then ripped apart in the other direction by the vacuum effect.

I thought of the horrifying vision of the atmosphere igniting and fire sweeping across the globe in Oppenheimer. All the world as ash.

“Perhaps,” Lyle said.

I picked my way through bent and broken trees, skirting around a low valley that might have been a dry riverbed. The forest gave way to collapsed husks of houses. Some were charred black, although there were no smoldering or still-burning fires that I could see. Other homes were smashed, hit by a giant wielding a baseball bat the size of a semitruck. Debris slowed me, forced me to climb over piles of what had once been walls. The damage was tremendous, but it didn’t look like the effects of a nuclear weapon.

Not that I was an expert.

Apart from the wind, there was no sound. My footsteps, muffled as they were by the ash, were overly loud, each one reverberating among the broken homes around me. Every shadow was poised to leap at me, but I trudged onward. I hadn’t seen anyone. I could have stopped, but the homes were uniformly obliterated. There was little in the way of cover, and no evidence of food or clean water.

I left the suburbs and entered the city proper. The skyscrapers, once beautiful and intricately designed, were now blackened and chewed apart, distorted skeletons disappearing into the haze of falling ash and dark clouds. I stayed as close to the ruined buildings as I could, away from the exposed center of the thoroughfares. There was more in the way of shelter here. Places I could stay for the rest of the day and night. The idea held little appeal: huddled in the darkness under the jagged, cracked plains of broken concrete all night, listening for footsteps or tank treads or whatever might come along. Hungry, thirsty, and without answers.

I kept pushing forward. I wasn’t sure exactly what I was looking for, but it felt important to at least try to see what had happened.

Careful progress brought me to a pile of rubble forty feet high blocking the street. The tower on one side of the avenue had collapsed and fallen across the roadway and into the buildings opposite. It lay buckled in mounds of shattered marble and concrete. Arcing metal beams, twisted and sheared off at the ends, protruded from the rubble. I thought about trying to climb over but I didn’t think I could, not without proper gear and actual climbing experience, which I did not have. So, I backtracked until I found a side street. I followed it until I hit another avenue.

I walked. I listened. I kept my eyes moving. Deep shadows loomed on all sides and, overhead, the clouds surged like the underside of ocean waves. Ash blew in gusts, the wind whistling and moaning through the broken buildings all around me. Aside from the wind, there was no movement. No sign of other living people.

It was dead. New City of Angels was dead. Wrecked and abandoned.

I stopped to rest under a partially collapsed pedestrian overpass and sat on a flat section of concrete. Ash fell. I thought again about Anjari, about her confidence in her time. She’d been convinced hers was the epoch of human civilization. A culture that would last forever. Now I was here, seven hundred years later, and there was only debris to greet me. And the ash. Which was, what, exactly? Burnt sections of the city. The remnants of the forests and parklands I’d seen in my last jump. Or maybe, a small, dark part of me whispered, it was the cremated remains of the people who’d once inhabited the city. What was left of their bodies, endlessly churned by the wind only to fall back to Earth like snow.

I rubbed my eyes through the suit fabric. There was no one here. There was no reason for me to keep going any deeper into the city.

“Dad.”

I jumped. “Yes?”

“You’ve stopped moving.”

“You’re right.”

“Are you planning on staying here?”

“I don’t know.”

“Perhaps you—”

“What are you?”

There was a pause. “I understand this is difficult for you.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the start of one.”

“No riddles or doublespeak, okay? What are you? Because my son, Lyle, died centuries ago. He died, and I don’t know if he ever really lived. He spent his whole life trying to save me, over and over. I told him to live his life and not let this … this … whatever this is, drag him down, too.” I set my head against the shattered concrete.

“I did live.” His voice was calm. “I lived a century. I lived a life wildly varied and exciting. I wanted for nothing, except to save you. Did you listen to the message I left for you in the bunker?”

“I heard it.”

“Then you know all this.”

“I know that’s what my son said.”

“I am your son.”

“You’re a voice in my ear that sounds like my Lyle.”

He was silent a moment. “Do you remember the little office you had in our house? Before Mom packed me up and left for Oregon. The one in Madison, before you started jumping through time. Do you remember the hours we spent there, together, you and me, drinking hot chocolate and reading?”

I let out a breath through my teeth.

“I remember,” Lyle said, his voice soft. “Those are some of my favorite memories. I kept them with me after I’d forgotten far more than I remembered. I kept those. And those memories are here, now. They’re making me what I am. I am, still, Lyle. Your son. Just in another form.”

Tears welled and spilled down my cheeks under the tight mask. I brought my hands up and cupped my face, the skin of my palms kept separate from the skin of my cheeks by layers of survival suit. “Christ, Lyle. Why didn’t you let me go?”

“I couldn’t. Could you, in my place?”

“No. No, I couldn’t.”

“Then you can’t expect me to give up on you.”

I sat there, eyes blurred with tears. I thought of arguing. Pushing back. But what would I push against? I was glad he was there. In any form, I was glad to have him back. Lyle, my son, now a disembodied voice in my head.

I was glad he was there.

I struggled upright. There was nothing in the city. No survivors. No answers. No food and water. Not even much in the way of shelter. I decided to head back the way I’d come and find the thickest slab of concrete to sit under for the rest of the day and night, regardless of how unappealing that sounded. As I turned, the clouds parted, and I saw the object in the sky again. I stepped back into the shadows, my heart jumping into my throat.

It was immense. It hung within the clouds, all black and hard angles and complex conjunctions of long geometric shapes.

And it was holding station over the city.

I craned my neck to see between the broken and exposed structures of the skyscrapers. I squinted, trying to make out more details, when a piece of the object detached from the central mass and fell toward the city.

“What the hell?” I whispered. The piece looked like it would hit the ground several blocks from where I stood, but it slowed. The diamond shape spun in midair and accelerated into a black blur, flitting between buildings.

“Dad.”

The diamond shape hurtled straight toward me.

“Oh, shit,” I said. I turned, my heart racing. There was nowhere to go—nothing but black shadows under the remains of the overpass and the swirl of ash in the open street around me. “Shit.” I ducked into a corner formed by large sections of broken concrete, trying to slide as deeply into the shadows as I could. As soon as I stopped moving, I heard the boom of the flying piece as it passed overhead. I froze, waiting, heart pounding.

The touchpad on my forearm blinked a silent, angry red. I hesitated a fraction of a second and moved my head and arm enough to read the pad.

Warning: energy buildup. Significant discharge imminent.

“Dad, move,” Lyle shouted.

I threw myself from the dark little corner and back onto the avenue. My legs pumped, boots scattering little explosions of ash with each pounding step. I managed a few yards when a white flash lit the falling ash and blew away the shadows of the skyscrapers. There was a fractional pause. Then the shock wave slapped my back.

I flew forward, spinning, and as the world tilted around me, I had a crazy, slanted glimpse of a flowering explosion of dirt and debris as the overpass disintegrated, blown apart by a white line of energy that had lanced down from the diamond-shaped object racing by overhead. I hit the street and tumbled through ash, bouncing along the roadway until I slammed into a collapsed wall and jarred to a stop. I pulled in shocked breaths as I lay on my back, bits of concrete and dirt raining down around me.

“Dad, are you okay?” Lyle’s voice was distant, muted. The world had gone behind a veil.

The touchpad on my arm started blinking red again. I forced myself up, first to my knees, then to my feet. Then I was running, stumbling along the edge of the collapsed wall and into a narrow crevice formed by two slumping buildings. I ran, shoulders brushing concrete, my heart pounding and the blood rushing in my ears, my breaths coming short and hard with each step.

“I can’t see it on the optics,” Lyle said. “Do you see it?”

I didn’t answer. It didn’t matter if I saw it. I didn’t have a gun. I didn’t have a sharp stick. All I could do was run and hope Anjari’s suit could protect me.

My shoulder clipped a jutting piece of concrete in the darkness, and I fell sideways as the dark crevice lit blinding white. I landed hard on my hands and knees as the buildings above shook with the force of an explosion. There was a rumbling, tearing cacophony as the skyscrapers over my head sheared themselves apart and started coming down. A huge section of building slammed into the street behind me, covering the opening of the cleft and plunging it into darkness.

I had time for a single breath. Then the concrete under my hands heaved and split with a startling boom as another explosion went off over my head, the sound penetrating the hundreds of tons of concrete and steel all around me. I fell, tumbling into darkness. I didn’t even have time to scream.

My right thigh and upper back hit something hard. I reached out for whatever I’d struck, trying to slow my tumble, but the chunk of concrete, or whatever it was, came loose in my hand. I hit a second object, this one giving off a metallic ring, then there was nothing as I rolled off an edge and into space. I fell twenty feet before plunging into water. I rebounded against an unyielding bottom and came up gasping in reflex—the suit was in place over my face, supplying oxygen, and it hadn’t let any water touch my skin. I floundered there for a minute in the darkness. Water slopped back and forth against nearby walls. I remembered the touchpad. I brought it up, fumbled, and found the icons for the vision augmentation options, and the one marked Darkness—Adaptive.

Light flared around me. Or rather, the touchpad emitted an omnidirectional glow, the optics of the suit over my eyes enhanced the light, and I could see.

I stood chest-deep in dirty water running through an ancient aqueduct or sewer. Stone walls curved along each side, meeting each other over my head. There was a gaping hole in the ceiling above me, through which I’d fallen. To my left and right were narrow ledges or walkways. I levered myself out of the water and lay there for a few seconds, breathing hard, feeling every bump and knock I’d taken in my fall. “Lyle?”

There was another, distant, explosion, far overhead. It rumbled through the stone walls, shaking the narrow walkway, sending down sheets of dust and making ripples in the water.

No answer.

My chest and throat constricted. I heaved upward, sucking in a hard breath, getting ready to shout, to scream for the voice of my dead son again. Then a part of my brain that remained calm took a moment to think. The earpiece had slid off my ear. It was pinned under the suit mask, down by my jawline.

I worked it up with gloved fingers. I didn’t want to take the mask off, not down here, in case there was no oxygen and I’d open it long enough to pass out and die. I pushed and prodded the sleek earpiece upward until it slid back over my ear.

“Dad,” Lyle said. “Are you okay?”

I flopped down on the ledge. “I think so. Are you?”

“The quantum-fold array housing my consciousness processing is undamaged.”

“That’s good.”

I lay there, tired and aching, forcing each breath in and out. I thought about staying there, trying to sleep, hoping the flying thing didn’t find me.

Or maybe let it find me. Crawl back up, find a way outside, and stand in the middle of the street with my arms spread. I could see it, clearly, a romantic image: my arms up, my head back, face exposed as the energy spiked and the white lance burned down, transfixing me in fire. Maybe I’d shout something defiant. Some poignant last words. Something like—

Just fucking do it.

I shut my eyes and clenched my fists.

Then I heard Lyle’s voice. Both in my ear and in my memories. “Dad, we need to move.”

Wake up, Dad, the same voice in my memories said. Face your reality.

Tears welled. With the suit mask, I couldn’t stop them from running down my cheeks. I clenched my jaw and forced myself upright, pressing against the curve of the tunnel wall. “Okay.”

“I’ll help you as best I can,” Lyle said.

“Lyle.”

“Yes?”

“I’m glad you’re here. With me.”

“So am I, Dad,” Lyle whispered. “So am I.”

I started walking.



There were a few more explosions overhead, growing gradually distant. Then there was nothing but the sound of my footsteps and the gurgle of the water below. The tunnel branched often, but I kept going, following the main channel and walking in the same direction. I didn’t want to go in circles.

As I walked, I played with the suit touchpad. Lyle had read-only access to the suit functions. He couldn’t control anything, but he could see and hear. With his guidance and suggestions, I dug through the unfamiliar user interface, looking up every few seconds to make sure I didn’t walk off a ledge or into a wall. I found a navigation application, and although it could not link with any satellites or provide me with an exact position, it did give me the cardinal directions—I was walking west—and began mapping my route. I also found a system-level survival toggle, which I set to Adaptive, hoping it might help keep me alive.

It took me longer than it should have to remember the tablet in my pocket. I stopped mid-stride and slapped my hand over the cargo pocket. I could tell by feel, even before I brought the tablet out, that it was damaged. At least one of the hits I’d taken on my impromptu plunge into the tunnel system had shattered the tough crystalline face. What had been a perfectly flat slate was bent into a distorted V. Slivered bits of the tablet grated in my gloved hands. I tried tapping on the shattered face anyway.

No response.

I stood there next to the gurgling water and nudged around the edges of what I was feeling. Grief? Waste? A lost opportunity to learn more about my brilliant son? All of those.

And was there, perhaps, a guilty mote of relief? Relief that I didn’t have to read what Lyle had written about me, read how he had cynically manipulated the impossibility of my life into religious dogma?

“Dad?”

I swallowed. “It’s okay.” I tossed the broken tablet into the water. It sank, trailing bubbles, into the darkness. I thought about asking Lyle if the suit, by some odd chance, had a copy of the Word in its memory banks. Or if he did, in his memory … quantum-fold thing. But I watched the tablet vanish, and I didn’t ask. “It’s nothing.”

I resumed my walk, head down. Step by step, on and on, until, without warning, the tunnel ended. I was drifting, daydreaming, and almost ran into the stone wall. I stopped and touched the hard surface, as though I needed to reassure myself that it was there. “Damn.” I looked around. Water flowed below the wall. I could dive in and try to swim. I might reach the ocean. Or I’d end up in an underground aquifer or something, with no way back out again.

There was a rusty ladder embedded into the wall on the opposite side of the tunnel. I jumped over the water—grabbing the ladder to keep my balance—and looked up. The ladder disappeared into a vertical crawl space. Even with the glow from the touchpad, the night vision of the suit struggled to resolve what was up there. I glanced at the dirty water and up into the crawl space. “Lyle?”

“I’m not sure, Dad. This survival suit is good, but it’s basically a futuristic equivalent of something you might’ve bought at an outdoor-goods store when I was a kid. Consumer-grade, in other words. Not even military spec. I don’t think it will give you enough air for a long swim.”

Into the water or up the ladder. Or sit and wait for the hours to pass until I traveled forward through time again. Then what? I could appear in the middle of the ground, alive and in agony as tons of rock and rubble pressed down on me, bones splintering and organs bursting as I was crushed to death. Or would whatever was doing this not let that happen, and instead set me on the ground above? Did I want to risk it?

“Not much choice, is there?” I said.

“No, I don’t think so.”

I made my way up the ladder. It rattled against the stone wall with each step, but it supported my weight. I clambered until I bumped my head, then I pushed at the dark circle of metal above me. It didn’t move. I climbed a few more steps, bent, put my back and shoulders against it, and used my legs. I missed the power of the exoskeleton, long since disassembled by the Vale Riders. It would have made short work of this. I strained, the muscles in my thighs quivering. The ladder step creaked, but something rusty broke near my head and the metal plate shuddered upward. I heaved, and it came up enough for me to move it sideways. I shoved and the plate fell onto hard flooring with a clatter.

I froze for a few seconds, listening, breathing hard. There was the dark curve of a roof overhead. After several seconds, I climbed out of the hole.

I was in a utility room, filled with shelves stacked with containers. Cleaning supplies. The lights were off, so I held up the touchpad, illuminating the narrow space. There was a door set into a cement wall beyond the shelves. It was old style, my style, complete with an actual handle I could turn.

I took a breath and pressed down on the handle. It took some force before the rust gave way and the tumblers turned. I opened the door. Light streamed in. The suit adjusted, dimming the vision augmentation so I wasn’t blinded. In front of me was a marble walkway. To the left of the walkway was a long wall. The room to the right was enormous, at least forty feet to the ceiling. Pale light streamed in through a glass roof, which was intact even though large chunks of broken concrete rested on it. I turned off the touchpad glow. No reason to make myself visible to something beyond the glass.

As the night vision adjusted again to the change in ambient light, I took stock. In the center of the large room was a massive skeleton. It took me a few seconds to understand what I was looking at. A dinosaur. Brontosaurus, if I remembered from my days as a kid obsessed with all things larger than life. A display. There were other displays around the room. I shuffled to the nearest marble pillar. “We’re in a museum.”

“Yes,” Lyle said.

“Do you think it’ll have anything we can use?”

“I don’t know. Let’s find out.”

I started along the walkway, keeping myself against the left wall and as far from the glass ceiling as possible. Even at an angle and through sections of broken concrete I saw the swirling gray-black clouds beyond the glass. No sign of the immense black object. My boots squelched on the marble floor. I passed the dinosaur skeletons, following the corridor into a wide room with a lower ceiling not made of glass. I walked by a mammoth. An open-mouthed saber-toothed tiger. A family of cavemen crouched around a glass fire.

I moved along the timeline of history, on to the Greek, then the Roman exhibits. Christ was there, crucified and staring at me with dull wax eyes, bleeding from the wrists, the ankles, the crown of thorns, and the stab wound in his side. Christianity, or versions of it, had existed for two thousand years by the time I was born. It made sense it would still be around, or at least the history of it, here, fourteen hundred more years later. I sensed there was a great deal more to the exhibits than I was seeing, interactive elements requiring power that should react to my approach. But even unpowered they were impressive.

I went on. There was a Dark Ages exhibit, complete with a detailed knight in armor and, behind him, a dirty peasant bent under a backbreaking load. The knight’s sword looked suspiciously robust, the metallic edge shining in the enhanced night vision. I stepped into the exhibit—feeling an odd bit of guilty thrill, a little boy ducking past the crowd-control stanchions, afraid a guard would yell at him—and wrestled the sword from the knight’s armored hands. It was heavy and solid. The edge was not finely honed, but it would chop wood or flesh if I had to swing it. I almost thanked the empty suit of armor. It was only a guess, but if the knight was from the Middle Ages, roughly fifteenth century CE, he was from a time that was technically closer to my own era than this museum was. Eight hundred years closer. The empty suit of metal was a kindred spirit.

I hefted the sword, laying it flat on my shoulder, and continued, feeling a bit better to have something solid, metallic, and reasonably sharp in my hands. The next display featured a miniature desert, and, in the middle, a book planted into the sand. I peered at it for a moment, trying to figure out what it might mean. The Koran, maybe? An image of Muhammad was out of the question, if the current version of Islam was anything like I remembered, so maybe this was the museum’s best effort.

I next found an American flag, tattered and dirty, beside detailed models of World War I–era British tanks and World War II–era American, British, Soviet, German, and Japanese aircraft carriers and fighter planes. The museum had lumped the two great twentieth-century wars together and blurred the combatants. Next was a full-sized model of Fat Man, the atomic bomb dropped on Nagasaki. The model, in the deep shadows of the silent museum, looked eerie and prophetic.

There was more. It made me wonder at what the museum designers—and therefore, to some degree at least, the people of this time—thought important. What events in history had stood out to them as they made this timeline of human history? What I had seen so far skewed toward Western history. Because the museum was in North America? I could only guess.

After the World Wars there was a submarine replica, complete with open hatches along the top to show the bullet noses of the nukes stacked inside. Above the model was a Soviet flag, bloodred, with the hammer and sickle in the corner. Next to that was a full-sized model Chevy Impala, circa the mid-1960s or so, complete with long hood, leather bench seats, and muscular fenders. Even in night vision, the black car gleamed.

Then came a series of grainy photos of the fall of the Berlin Wall. And September 11, 2001, complete with a small model of the World Trade Center. On the wall behind the model were the infamous photos of the airliner slamming into the second tower. Next to it, a model of an American attack helicopter, in front of a photo of what looked like a group of Middle Eastern men staring at the camera, holding AK-47s.

I went on, the exhibits blurring together even as I wondered what Anjari would have made of all this, with her historian’s mind. Maybe she, or her students, had even contributed to this place. I had no idea how old it was.

As I went along I started having trouble recognizing things: a model of an oil barrel, leaking black liquid onto the sand around it; a wall-sized photo of the Chinese flag on fire, blurry screaming faces below it; a model of a hurricane the size of a continent; an aerial photo of a mushroom cloud, immense and terrible as it parted the clouds, and, next to it, two crossed flags, one of which I thought was India’s.

The next exhibit was another large photo display. I stopped before it, not understanding. Then recognition hit me like a slap, and I took a surprised step back, almost falling over another display. “Oh my God.”

“What is it?” Lyle asked.

“It’s Berkeley. It’s me, at Berkeley, right before you came for me.”

“I see it now,” Lyle said. His voice was subdued.

I took in the details. The crowd was seated, looking at me with wide eyes and rapt faces. The resolution was incredible, fine enough to pick out the surprised expression on my face. There was some writing on a stand before the photo, but I didn’t understand it. Squinting, I held up the touchpad on my arm. There was a language icon somewhere in the touchpad’s software. I tapped around until I found it. I waited to input the characters I was seeing. But the touchpad sat there, glowing, until a message popped up.

Please turn interface to the writing in question or speak to begin translation.

I contemplated that for a few seconds, then held the pad toward the stand. The pad beeped, and when I looked at it again there was new writing on the screen.

The Traveler, it read. This is one of the earliest pieces of <visual data, photograph, vis, image, artificial two-dimensional representation> that still <exists, remains, is viable> of this famous—or infamous—historical figure. A <quirk, unknown, mystery> of physics, the Traveler is a normal human who is <apparently, allegedly, ostensibly> traveling forward through time, at greater and greater <intervals, periods>. Born sometime in the late Post-Industrial / early Resource Restricted Age in the <nation, country, state> of the United States of America, the Traveler has been <viewed, seen, spotted> several times throughout history to date. A <pseudo, semi, false> religion was constructed around him, and became significant during the decades-long <Material, Basic Need, Resource> Wars. The last <viewing, sighting> of the Traveler was right here in <New City of Angels> a little over five hundred years ago. If the <legend, myth, story> is true, and if you happen to be <alive, present, extant> in about two centuries, you might get to meet him in person!

I let my arm fall and stood there, staring at the picture of myself. I wondered, numbly, if this was what US presidents felt when they walked into a wax museum and saw themselves, life-sized, standing there for all to see. It was bizarre. Surreal. I kept looking at the faces in the crowd. They looked like people having their dreams fulfilled. Their beliefs justified.

It had turned ugly so quickly.

“You remember that?” I asked.

“I do.”

“A pseudo-slash-false religion, huh?”

“Indeed.” For a heartbeat I could almost see the wry expression on Lyle’s face. Fifty-one-year-old Lyle, the Lyle who’d rescued me from the quad at Berkeley. “I never claimed it was anything except what it was.”

I thought of the broken tablet I had tossed into the water. Again, I considered, briefly, asking Lyle, this voice of my dead son, if he had a digital copy of the Word he could access. Or if he just remembered all of it, had it there in the tangles of his quantum memory store, and could recite it to me verbatim. Lyle, reading it to me in his own voice, right there in the darkened museum at the end of the world.

I didn’t ask. The moment didn’t feel right. If I was being honest, though, I didn’t feel right. I was at, or nearing, capacity.

I forced myself to leave “my” exhibit. There were more displays, including a detailed model of Mars hanging, seemingly without support, above the floor, but I stopped paying attention. I walked, sword flat on my shoulder, barely watching where I was going. My brain shut off for a little while and my feet carried me forward.

I woke from the reverie in a public cafeteria. Blank, empty rows of salad bars and open refrigeration units stood against the walls in the darkness. Beyond the food area was an open space filled with tables and chairs. Enough to seat a few hundred people. The walls were glass, or at least transparent, without framing. The builders had managed to create a single, sweeping, curved piece of transparent wall, like a flattened dome. And they’d put cafeteria tables under it.

Much like the glass ceiling in the central area of the museum, debris and wreckage covered the dome. But there was some space uncovered, allowing the gray daylight to stream in, and allowing me, from the shadows, to look out. The museum was on a peninsula jutting into the ocean. The cafeteria was on the water’s edge, so waves coming in crashed against the dome. I could see under the water. The ocean had the same gray tone as the sky. Flakes of ash floated briefly on the surface before sinking beneath the waves.

In the far distance lay the curve of the horizon, hazy and dark. Closer in sat dozens of wrecked ships or the remains of floating buildings. Off to my left, visible through the pile of debris, was the skeletal outline of a colossal pyramid. It was tilted to one side, with jagged sections missing from its angled flanks. It was hard to grasp its size without any reference. But it was large enough to dwarf a massive ship beached on a reef a thousand or so yards from the coast. That ship, all curved, sweeping lines and surfaces, had a broken back: the bow and the aft sections both angled up into the air, while the central portion was a splintered depression. It was also on fire, even though it looked like it had been beached for decades. A lazy plume of black smoke rose from the aft section. The sight held me there until the surreal lost its luster and I got hungry. I roused myself and went foraging.

I found a locked storeroom behind the cafeteria and forced the door with the sword. Inside were rows of shelves, still piled with containers of food. I used the touchpad, found some canned beans and vacuum-suctioned dried fruit I hoped hadn’t gone bad, and, still carrying the sword, went back to the cafeteria.

After consulting with Lyle, I peeled back the survival suit’s mask. As best we could determine from the suit’s sensors, nothing in the air would kill me. Clear of the mask, the air smelled musty, like a basement left unused for years. Gray waves churned and frothed under dark clouds. From this angle, I couldn’t see the huge object hovering over the city, and I didn’t want to. I wanted to sit and not think for as long as possible. The food didn’t taste like it had gone bad.

“Dad,” Lyle said.

“Yeah.”

“Now seems like a good time to have that talk.”

I finished the last bite and pulled the mask back on. “I think we already did.”

“Maybe. Maybe not.”

I was silent for a long moment. “What’s it like?”

“What?”

“Being inside a computer. Being a computer. I don’t know. Whatever you are now.”

“I’m an emulated consciousness with memories from when I was human,” Lyle said. “I laid the groundwork on the quantum algorithms and underlying systems when I was sixty-eight as part of my research into what became Yggdrasil. Finishing it took me the rest of my natural life, off and on, between wars and all the other preparations. But it was only after the last transit, where it seemed we almost stopped it, that I put the last pieces together. Shortly before I died. Jennifer helped. She bought me the time, kept me safe from the Legion long enough for me to make a copy of my consciousness before I expired.”

I shuddered at the matter-of-fact way he talked about his own death. “So, it, uh … it helped a little. In a way. Even though we didn’t stop the jump. The Second Device helped get you here, now.”

“Yes. And to answer your question: it’s odd.”

“Odd?”

“Odd. Very odd. I made a lot of assumptions when I designed the emulation systems. Now I can see some of those assumptions were wrong or misguided. Not that I had any precedents to follow. It was uncharted scientific territory. I was building the plane as I flew it.”

“Assumptions about what it would be to live in a computer? Is it like being inside a game?”

“Even in a computer game, the inhabitants still have a form, however emulated.” I could hear him breathe, as one would expect when speaking to a real human. Simulated breaths. Taken at the right intervals. He could have been on the other end of a telephone.

“So, it’s not like a computer game.”

“No. I don’t have a body here. I don’t occupy space. I don’t have a physical form to visualize.” He stopped. When he resumed, his voice sounded strained. “So much of human life, how we understand the world, how we think, is predicated on our senses. Sight, sound, touch, taste, smell, even proprioception. In here, I have none of that. I am an amalgamation of a simulated consciousness with the memories and beliefs and tendencies of the human I was before. But I have no arm to move, although I remember moving my arms. I have no eyes to see, and although I can interpret the data from your suit’s optics, it is not seeing as I remember seeing. Even now, I don’t have a mouth with which to say these words. It is code, complicated algorithms, and dense memory coming together to form … me.”

I swallowed. Looked out across the rolling gray waves, under the increasingly dark, ashen sky. “That sounds awful.”

“I anticipated the cognitive-physiological dissonance when I designed the emulation systems. I restricted my ability to be disturbed by the sensations, or the lack thereof. In essence, although my situation is somewhat akin to being trapped in a sensory deprivation chamber, wallowing in darkness, I am by design unable to be driven mad by the deprivation.”

“Oh.”

“Of course, I would have done things differently if I’d known what it was really going to be like.”

“So, it’s—it’s odd.”

“There aren’t words in any human language to describe it. But, Dad, I have no regrets. I’m here, with you, even if not quite in the fashion I would have preferred.”

“That’s good.”

We lapsed into silence. The ocean liner burned in the distance. Waves crashed relentlessly against the transparent dome. Eventually, I pulled myself from the chair and walked back to the exhibits. I went by the giant photo of myself without stopping and found the model Impala. I had to work on the rear door for a few minutes with the sword, but the lock gave, and the door opened with a squeal. I climbed inside, set the sword on the floor, and closed the door behind me. Inside, it was cool and quiet, like a cave. With Lyle’s help, I set an alarm on the forearm touchpad to wake me.

It took only a few minutes for me to fall into an exhausted, uneven sleep.






CHAPTER 30


I woke in the darkness before dawn to the pulse of the alarm on my forearm. I tapped the alarm off and brought the night vision back. The time showed in tiny letters on the pad: 0400 local standard.

“Lyle?”

“I’m here, Dad. I hope you slept well.”

I got out of the Impala and stretched my neck and back. Then I shuffled to the cafeteria, sword again perched on my shoulder like I was an extra off the set of Excalibur. I listened for any sound, watched for any movement, but the museum was as dead as it had been the day before. I pulled more food from the storeroom and used the sword as an awkward package opener. Then I sat at the same table and looked over the waves, now little more than shadowy shapes moving and crashing against the glass.

“So, war, you think?” I asked. Sleeping hadn’t helped. I was still tired. Drained. I wanted to put my head down or go back to the Impala and sleep. I wasn’t fitting together right. The last few days had scattered apart the puzzle that was me, leaving hazy afterimages behind. Images of Lyle as a dying old man. Of Miri. Of the Vale Riders and the torture, the pain. Of the hopeful, utopian vision of Anjari’s time. My body was reacting with a pulsing weariness and a kind of floaty disassociation. I recognized it in myself, but I couldn’t put the puzzle pieces back together.

“That did all this?” Lyle asked.

“Yeah. Wrecked Anjari’s paradise. I was hoping we’d find out what happened.”

“It’s only a guess, but war is the best guess I have. Especially given the aerial bombardment you experienced yesterday. The age you were in last may have seemed like a paradise, but it was still one populated by humans. Fallible, aggressive, and violent.”

“You’d think we’d grow out of all that.”

“Maybe we will yet.” Lyle made a throat-clearing sound. “Dad, we need to decide where you should make the next jump.”

I looked around the cafeteria. “Maybe not in the middle of a big glass dome right next to the ocean, you think?”

“Perhaps not.”

“Think I should head back to Anjari’s spot? Where the Hollywood sign was?”

“I don’t know. There’s still that ship outside that shot at you.” Lyle made a contemplative sound. “Maybe just outside the museum? It’s another choice. A risk to go, a risk to stay.”

I watched the dark waves beat on the dome. “We’ll head for the entrance. Time it carefully. Step just outside right at five fifty.”

“All right.”

I busied myself eating as much as I could stomach. At five, I stood and left the cans on the table with a silent apology for whoever came along, however many years from now, and had to clean them up. If anyone ever did. I retraced my path, backward through time, along the human history exhibits. Unwinding the clock step-by-step. I passed the image of myself in Berkeley. Walked by the Impala, my makeshift bed the night before. I stopped at the knight and gave him back his sword. It had a few extra notches and scars along the edge and tip from using it as a big can opener and impromptu pry bar. I felt better leaving it with its rightful owner. If I was being honest with myself, I didn’t think I had it in me to use it on another human. I’d already blown one man apart with a single trigger pull. Hacking someone with a sword wasn’t on my bucket list. I wasn’t a killer—or rather, I didn’t want to be one again. I’d figured that much out about myself.

The broad front doors of the museum were not difficult to find, even in the darkness of predawn, thanks to the suit’s night vision enhancement. I was worried the doors wouldn’t open, but I found the locking mechanism and shifted the heavy tumblers. The metal moved with a rusty scrape, but it moved. I drew the mask over my head, breathed cool filtered air, and cautiously pulled open the door. Outside, ash drifted and swirled in the darkness. Steps led away from me toward a street where the vague outline of ruined buildings slumped amid piles of debris.

“Careful, Dad,” Lyle whispered.

I looked up, but in a darkness that not even the night vision could penetrate, I didn’t see the hulking ship in the sky. I couldn’t even make out the clouds. I checked the time. The headache was pulsing back and forth between my temples. Five fifty-one. I tried my best to minimize my profile, crouching low and skirting along the low granite wall down the steps to the street.

I checked the forearm pad again. The headache built. I faced back toward the museum, toward the open front doors. My refuge, however brief.

“Here we go,” I whispered.

The world slipped sideways.

This time the ground didn’t seem to move beneath me, even though I went from crouching on shattered pavement and a thick layer of ash to grass. The museum vanished as though it had never existed. I was on a small mound of swaying, straw-like grass, the wind pushing at my back. I rose and looked out across a clear blue ocean. The pyramidal structure I’d seen was gone, as was the beached ship. The sky above was cloudy but clean, turning brilliant yellow and orange as the sun peeked above the hills behind me.

In the far distance, beyond the curved line of the horizon, an immense towerlike structure rose into the sky, tapering from perspective or design, vanishing into the clouds.

“Interesting,” Lyle said in my ear.

White flakes, quite large, fell around me. But one landed on the black material of the suit and began to melt. Not ash. Snow.

“Remarkable,” a voice said behind me.

I turned. A … something stood on the grass with me, six or seven feet away. Bipedal, two arms and two legs, but too tall and far too slender to be human. Its skin was a swirling deep purple color that shimmered in the sunrise. Its head was a smooth ovoid, with two large, oval eyes, two small holes for a nose, and a thin-lipped mouth. It wore no clothing and had no genitals, just smooth curves like a clothing store mannequin.

“The ancient document heralding your arrival, as well as the evidence accumulated after your last transition point, was both precise and accurate,” the creature said in flawless English, colored by an accent a bit like Hindi mixed with something I couldn’t identify. “Welcome, Scott Treder. And welcome, too, to your pseudo-sentient intelligence companion.” It bowed its head.

I stared. Then my eyes caught on the city behind it. The city glowed in the light of the morning sun. Spires and towers and buildings of all shapes and sizes rose like great spikes into the sky. With the flakes of snow falling all around us, and the sunlight shining with surprising strength through the early-morning clouds, the entire scene had a dreamlike feel. Too incredible to be real.

The creature took a step forward, raising one hand. “Scott Treder, are you feeling all right? Can you understand me?”

“I’m—what—who are you?”

The creature stopped. Its purple-lipped mouth curved into a smile. “I am Raven. Semiautonomous, fully uplinked avatar of the Central Overmind.”

“Overmind?”

“Yes. This all must be very confusing and overwhelming for you. If my calculations are correct, you have just transitioned, in an instant, one thousand four hundred and thirty-six years. You come from a different era.”

“You could say that.”

“It is through luck, ingenuity, and the perseverance of historians and archeologists over the last millennium that the Central Overmind was able to piece together where you would most likely emerge on this date. It was off by only a small margin, within the error tolerance.”

“I … okay. Good job, I guess?”

“Please, come. I will show you what the world is like today.” It held its hand toward the city, like a butler ushering people for a party.

“Lyle?”

“I have no data beyond what you can see and hear, Dad,” Lyle said. “The suit’s sensors can’t even register this entity outside the normal visible spectrum.”

“Would you prefer to speak to the Central Overmind directly?” the creature, Raven, asked, still holding out its arm. I was conscious it had waited until Lyle finished speaking.

“Are there still … humans?”

“Of course. Yes, I could also bring you to a human if that would make you more comfortable.”

“No, that’s okay. I mean, I—I just—”

“Please, Scott Treder. Come with me. I will show you whatever you wish to see. You are perfectly safe. I will not allow harm to come to you.”

I stood there, not feeling I had much of a choice. I wasn’t sure why I didn’t trust it. Finally, I nodded. “Okay.”

The avatar led me to a car-sized silver ovoid sitting in the grass at the base of the hill. The avatar strode with smooth, controlled motions, every step placed precisely. At our approach, the ovoid rose a few inches into the air and split along hidden seams on either side. Doors hatched open, revealing captains chairs. It reminded me of Anjari’s aircar. She’d had that aircar two thousand years ago. I wasn’t sure what I expected, now. If I should expect anything. Something more advanced? Of course, I’d just come from what had looked like the wreckage of society—at least, the wreckage of New City of Angels. I had no idea what humanity had gone through, the cycles of destructive war and peace. I could only vaguely guess at what barriers had sprung up for technology, and what fundamental physical rules science could or could not overcome.

I needed a futurist. A scientist. Someone smarter than me. Standing there, I thought back to what Donald Rhineland had said at the steak dinner. Just a week ago for me, but twenty-eight hundred years ago for the rest of the world. He’d asked, pointedly, why this was happening to me—specifically me. I was just a normal guy. I wasn’t prepared for this.

“Dad?” Lyle asked, his voice gentle in my ear.

I let out a breath and got into the aircar. The avatar folded itself into the other seat. The doors shut and the ovoid lifted into the air, silent and smooth. We faced the ocean, and I gestured toward the huge structure in the distance, curious despite myself. “What is that?”

“One of sixteen space elevators connected to the main axis of the Orbital Ring.”

“Space elevator,” I whispered. I’d read about the concept. Engineers and pioneering architects proposed them as an economical and environmentally friendly alternative to rockets. They were meant to transport materials and people back and forth between surface and space. I remembered the counterarguments that they were impractical or even impossible. “Does centripetal force hold it in place?”

“Yes, along with some of the same gravitational manipulation technology used in this vehicle.”

The crystal clear view through the curved sides of the ovoid swept around as the aircar angled away from the ocean, toward the city. I let out a breath as the sun reflected in rainbow patterns from dozens of varied buildings and structures. “This whole city was destroyed. Last time I saw it, I mean.”

“If the timeline proposed within the Recovered Word of the Traveler is correct, the last period you were in was the tail end of the First Interplanetary War.”

“‘Proposed’?” Lyle said in my ear. “‘If’?”

“‘Interplanetary’?” I asked. “Between what planets?”

“Officially, between the Solar Government based here on Earth and Mars Separatists.”

“War between Earth and Mars.”

“That is an accurate, if basic, summation.”

I looked at light gray clouds overhead. “There was a ship or something. In the sky above the city. It attacked me.”

“This would hold with extant historical records,” Raven said. It mimicked my movement to look up at the clouds and lowered its head again. The motion looked real enough but struck me as too deliberate. Meant to make it seem more human. “By the time you arrived, the Solar Government had collapsed, but instead of leaving in victory as the Mars Separatists promised, their military high council decided to press the attack and attempted to seize Earth. The demoralized population of Earth was galvanized, and the new United Earth formed in Geneva. During the ensuing years, the United Earth military retook most of Earth. You were seeing the end of the war, when the Martian forces had only a small foothold left on Earth. Primarily here, on the coastline of what you would remember as North America.”

“The city was empty.”

“Civilians were evacuated from the primary battle areas once the war transitioned from Mars to Earth.”

“It was a Martian vessel that attacked me?”

“Yes. Most likely your movements were detected, and when you failed to return a Martian identifier signature, you were targeted for destruction. You were lucky to survive.”

“Understatement of the last millennium,” Lyle muttered.

The edges of my lips quirked up. This was, I realized, the most time I had spent with Lyle since this time travel business had started. Entire days together, even if only as a voice in my ear. It was a profoundly bittersweet feeling.

We flew into the city proper, flitting between the spiraling towers with hundreds of other aerial vehicles. The interior of the aircar was silent for a moment. The avatar regarded me. “It is truly remarkable you are here.”

“I guess so.” I felt like the least remarkable thing here.

“Even the combined Central Overmind intellect does not understand the mechanism behind how you are being transported through time. There were some doubts as to the veracity of the historical claims behind the appearance of the Traveler. Of you. Some theories postulated you were the product of an impressively sustained historical hoax. Yet here you are.”

“Here I am.” I spread my hands. “You, ah, you speak English very well.”

“There are sufficient records from your time and those immediately surrounding it that we have been able to piece together a great deal of history. Many of the technologies of your time are lost because they were never constructed to withstand the burdens of time and entropy. But enough was preserved that we have a solid understanding of your era. Or so we believe.”

“Um. Great.”

“We have arrived at our destination,” the avatar said.

We approached one of the many crystalline skyscrapers near the center of what I took to be downtown. We swept lower, the ovoid gliding through lines of aerial traffic. We settled on a landing pad situated on the side of the tower, perhaps a third of the way from the top. The doors opened and the avatar unfolded its long limbs and stepped out. I took a breath and got out as well. Brisk wind slapped into me. We were high up.

“Please, follow me, Scott Treder,” the avatar said, motioning toward a walkway leading into the tower. I trailed behind it. An oval door irised open at our approach. We moved along a brightly lit, curving corridor. The heavy tread of my boots on the floor sounded awkward and graceless compared to the soft, even step of the avatar. Raven passed several doors, each bearing symbols—we were in an apartment building or hotel of some kind—before stopping.

I expected the avatar to knock, but instead it was still for a moment, and the door beeped and swung inward. A man stood inside. At least I thought it was a man. He had a lithe human frame covered in a skintight outfit. But his eyes were too large, entirely green, and the pupils were black vertical slits. His hair was long and gathered into a ponytail. There was a layer of soft fur running from his cheeks down his neck.

The man moved his cat eyes to Raven, then back to me. I waited. Tried not to fidget.

“Ahem,” Raven said. “High Scholar Vorsch, please meet Scott Treder. Scott Treder, please meet High Scholar Calif Vorsch.” Raven paused a heartbeat. “Scholar Vorsch, Scott Treder lacks neural implants, so your handshake will continue to go unanswered. Scott Treder is not being willfully rude, I assure you.”

The cat-man opened his mouth, showing rows of sharp teeth. “Treder. The Traveler. Yes, of course. My mistake. The Traveler would not have implants, of course. Foolish of me, a mistake of long habit.” He stepped to one side. “Please, welcome to my home.”

Raven inclined its head and motioned for me to enter. I looked at it for a heartbeat, frowning, and walked inside, passing within inches of Vorsch.

“The text was accurate?” Vorsch asked Raven.

“Indeed.”

“Astonishing.”

“Of course it was plowing accurate,” Lyle said in my ear.

I stood with my back to a ceramic or porcelain wall—warm to the touch—and let Vorsch walk by me after he shut the door. “Please, come in,” he said. He moved with quiet, restrained energy, like a house cat ready to pounce on an unsuspecting mouse or, equally, flee up the nearest tree.

“This is bizarre,” Lyle said. “Does he have a great big litter box instead of a bathroom back there?”

I let out a breath, swallowing hard to stop half-hysterical laughter, and followed Vorsch to a sunken living room. One wall was all window, looking out over the city. The center of the room held plush pieces of furniture, arranged with care. Vorsch waved toward the furniture. “Please, have a seat, both of you. I will bring the tea.” He bounded out of the room. It seemed even in the far future, humans still reflexively provided hot beverages to their guests. I took another breath and picked the most normal-looking chair. I sank into the cushions. It was soft even through the survival suit.

Raven perched itself on the edge of a thinly cushioned bench. The bench looked like something from ancient Rome, the kind where pampered senators would recline and be fed grapes by nubile youths. The purple avatar managed to make the position look comfortable. “He is excited.”

“About what?”

“Meeting you. The Traveler. High Scholar Vorsch is a pre–Autonomous War historian, one of the finest on the continent, perhaps the world.”

“But don’t let him hear you say it,” Vorsch said as he came back into the room, bearing a tray with three steaming mugs. “It may well go straight to his head, and there is enough hot air in there already.” He held the tray to me with a smile rendered rather less friendly by the fangs.

I took one of the mugs. “Thank you.”

“You are welcome.” He held the tray out to Raven, who accepted a mug, and Vorsch put the tray on a crystal table.

“You speak English,” I said. Anjari and the other historians of her time had spoken English, as well—or, rather, “Norte.” This was over two thousand years after Anjari’s time, but Vorsch was obviously fluent.

“As the finest pre–Autonomous War historian on the continent, I would be terribly remiss not to speak the languages of the period I study.”

“Languages? You speak more than English?”

“Of course. Old English, Germanic, Spanish-adept, proto-Chinese, pre-and post-diaspora Japanese, a few others.”

“That’s … impressive.”

“Augmented brain function and genetically calibrated intellect help a lot.”

“Oh.”

“Master Treder has come a long way,” Raven said. “No doubt much of what he sees is strange. I brought him here to communicate with a fellow human, to aid his adjustment to our time.”

“Of course, of course, everything must be terribly confusing and alien. But I don’t know if bringing him to me was the best way to calm his nerves. I doubt he has ever seen a post-human, let alone a feline adapt.”

Raven looked at me with what could have been contrition. “High Scholar Vorsch is correct. I am terribly sorry. I failed to consider that element. You must be feeling extraordinary amounts of temporal and cultural dissonance.”

I looked at the slender purple avatar, holding its mug of untouched tea, and back at the catlike professor. “You could put it that way.”

“We can leave at once,” Raven said, standing.

“You just got here,” Vorsch said.

“No, it’s okay,” I said. “It’s okay. I—I need to adjust.”

“Please inform me immediately if you would prefer to leave,” Raven said. It sat again.

“I will.”

An awkward pause. Vorsch peered at me. An inspection. “Incredible.” He turned to Raven. “Did the Overmind gain any new insights on the method of his transport through time when he arrived?”

“No. The array of sensors prepared provided a substantial dataset, which is still being analyzed, but for all intents, he simply appeared, neatly displacing the air in his space a fractional moment before. His pseudo-sentient intelligence companion accompanied him successfully.”

“Fascinating.” Vorsch turned back to me. “Scott Treder, you are indeed an extraordinary historical oddity.”

“So I’ve been told.” It was bizarre meeting his eyes. Like staring at a house cat, only Vorsch didn’t slow-blink or look away.

“And you will continue forward, tomorrow morning, as described in the Word?”

“I don’t see any reason for it to stop now.”

“Would you want it to?”

“What do you mean?”

“Would you want it to stop? To live in this time?”

I opened my mouth, then closed it. “I want to go back. Home.” I looked through the window, at the astonishing city beyond. “I’m not supposed to be here.”

“Dad,” Lyle whispered.

“Perhaps not,” Vorsch said. “There are so many questions I could ask you.”

I looked at the steaming mug in my hands. I couldn’t feel any heat through the survival suit. “Ask away.”

Vorsch was silent for a long time, long enough that I looked up. “I am unsure that is what you need. No, I am not sure that is what you need at all.”

“What do I need, then?”

“I can’t tell you,” Vorsch said. “Only you can. What do you need, Scott Treder?”

I looked out the window again. Snow drifted between the glittering skyscrapers. Aerial vehicles swept by. Vorsch and Raven waited, silent and still.

“Dad?” Lyle’s voice in my ear.

“A purpose.”

“A purpose,” Vorsch said.

“Or a reason. A reason why I should keep going. Why I should bother, now, with—why I should bother.”

I felt the intensity of Vorsch’s gaze on my face, but I stared out the window, refusing to look at him. “The Word states you are meant to experience,” Vorsch said. “To see each time as you step toward the Omega point, and to carry those experiences forward to the next stage.”

“My son made all that shit up.”

“Dad.”

“He did it to try to build a religion out of me. I know, I know, that doesn’t mean he was wrong. But it doesn’t inspire any meaning, drive, whatever in me. Not after all I’ve…” I let out a frustrated sigh. How to even begin to put into words what the last three weeks had been like for me? “I haven’t seen anything to convince me this was worth it.”

Lyle was silent. Vorsch, to his credit, didn’t respond immediately. He sat, contemplative, mulling over what I’d said. “You have faced many challenges.”

I snorted.

“And yet you have seen incredible things.”

Had I, though? Were they things I wanted to see, that anyone wanted to witness? Anjari’s paradise, maybe, but the Autonomous War in the ruins of Fresno, the Vale Riders, and the obliteration of New City of Angels made me doubtful.

“Many,” Vorsch said, “would die to see what you have seen. You have the privilege of dipping in and out of the timeline of human history, experiencing firsthand, with crystal clarity, what everyone else can only imagine through a dim and cloudy glass. And no doubt, as you continue, you will witness ever more incredible things.” Vorsch tilted his head again. “Ultimately, yours is a fate pointing directly to the intrinsic question raised by all sentient things. Why are we here? What is our purpose? Are we, humans and”—he waved toward Raven—“artificial intelligences, and other sentient creatures, merely smart viruses, with a singular purpose of perpetuating our own continued existence? Or are we here for something more, something greater?”

I could hear Lyle’s voice in Vorsch’s words. Lily’s voice. Anjari’s. “Like what?”

“To experience. To grow the cumulative knowledge of the universe, of itself.”

“I haven’t done anything like that. I haven’t contributed to any cumulative knowledge of the universe.”

“Haven’t you?”

I thought about the historians in Anjari’s time. Anjari herself. Lyle, here in a form with me now. The propagation of the Word forward through time with me. Was I growing the knowledge of the universe, after all? I felt slightly less certain of myself as I said, “No. Not really.”

Vorsch regarded me with as much solemnity as a giant cat-man could muster. Then he stood. “Scott Treder, I deeply appreciate you coming to see me. But I do not believe you are helping yourself by staying here and answering my many questions. Please. Go with Raven and experience the world. You will carry that experience forward with you. Enrich yourself and the universe.”

I stared at Vorsch. I wasn’t sure if I felt more like shouting at him or thanking him. I settled for a mumbled, “Okay, sure.” I rose, and, with Raven trailing, followed Vorsch to the door.

The cat-man clasped my hand at the door with one furry but humanlike hand. “It has been an honor to meet you, Traveler,” he said. “Remember. It is the greatest thing in life to experience all the wonder of the universe that we can.” Then he let go, stepped back in the apartment, waved goodbye, and closed the door.

I could almost feel Lyle’s disembodied, satisfied smile, even though he didn’t say anything.






CHAPTER 31


Raven led me back to the ovoid aerial vehicle.

“Where would you like to go?” Raven asked.

“Hell. I don’t know. I’m a stranger in a strange land here, aren’t I? Just … whatever. Pick something. Show me something worth seeing.”

“I shall endeavor to do so.”

The ovoid rose off the platform, banked, and accelerated at a prodigious rate, although it barely pressed me back into the soft seat. We left the city in moments and were soon flying a few hundred feet above the coastline, waves and beaches and cliffs blurring beneath us. The snow tapered off and the clouds fell behind us, revealing a clear blue sky.

“Raven,” I said.

“Yes?”

“Why did you take me to Vorsch? Why him?”

“I consulted with the Central Overmind. High Scholar Vorsch was its recommendation based on several different factors. Clearly, the High Scholar himself did not agree with this decision.”

We passed a bustling city on a bay. It might’ve been San Francisco. New San Francisco? It probably had some other name entirely. My memory of San Francisco was almost three millennia out of date. I peered down, watching monumental glass towers shift and glint in the sunlight as my perspective changed. “Tell me about this Overmind.”

“The Central Overmind is the primary artificial intelligence on the Earth. It is comprised of computational metastructure spread throughout the surface of the planet. It utilizes an evolved pseudo-neuromorphic quantum compute array as the primary means of calculation.”

“Sounds a bit like what I’m using,” Lyle said. “Just a whole hell of a lot larger.”

“Who built it?” I asked.

“The Central Overmind arose spontaneously out of the linked computational network known colloquially as the Net. It was not built, per se, although its consciousness first came into being within structures that had been built. Its complexity now exceeds, by several orders of magnitude, that of a human brain.”

“It’s smart.”

“Yes.”

“How smart?”

“That depends, ultimately, on your definition of intelligence. The Central Overmind’s mental structure, if you will, is drastically different from a human brain. My own nervous system is modeled off a human brain so I may more realistically interact with humans on a one-to-one basis. When the Central Overmind speaks to a human directly, it must do so through a translation matrix, wherein its thoughts are pared down and run through a simulated human brain and output in a form appropriate for human understanding. But to answer your question, in terms of processing capability, the Central Overmind is to you what you are to a common earthworm.”

“I guess that’s better than being a bacterium or something. Wait. You said I could speak to it. Will it speak to me now?”

“I will ask.” Then, “Yes, it will. Please wait a moment.”

There was a subtle shift in Raven. It sat straighter, stiffened, then relaxed. Its eyes blinked and it turned to face me. “Hello, Scott Treder. What can I do for you?”

“You’re the Overmind?”

“I am.”

“Thank you for speaking with me. I don’t mean to take up your time. I’m sure you have many more important things to attend to.”

“Speaking to you requires an insignificant fraction of my computational abilities. So, please, do not worry on that account.”

“Oh. Okay. Um. Look, I—I wanted to ask you. If you can—just, what you know. About what’s happening to me.”

“You are inquiring about more than the obvious, I interpret.”

I couldn’t help but lean forward. My hands were shaking. “Do you know anything I don’t? About the time travel?”

“Very likely I do. But a great deal of the information I have gathered from both historical records and from my own sensor network surrounding the area of your latest appearance would not be of interest or use to you. Or to your pseudo-sentient intelligence companion.”

“I wish they’d stop calling me a ‘pseudo’-sentient intelligence,” Lyle said. “I designed myself not to feel unnecessary emotions in here, but I’m getting downright annoyed.”

I looked pointedly at Raven—at the Overmind. “Do you know how it’s happening? How I’m traveling forward through time?”

“There are multiple theories that could accommodate the means of transporting something of human size and complexity forward through time. Folding you into a pocket of space-time, for a high-level example. Or expanding a localized quantum foam bubble to encapsulate you and carry you forward in what is effectively stasis—freezing you while time flows around you, such that when you are unfrozen, no apparent time has passed for you. It is even theoretically possible you are being annihilated each time you jump, your atomic makeup recorded down to the quark level, and you are re-created from pure energy when time arrives at your next specified period. However, all these theories require energy levels and calculative abilities far in excess of my own resources.”

“You couldn’t do it.”

“No. I estimate the last theory I mentioned would require the energy equivalent to the total output of the Sun for a period of approximately seventeen thousand years, and a simultaneous processing capacity approximately ten to the thirty-seventh power greater than my own current capability. This would be approaching the theoretical level of universally deterministic computation.”

“My son believed my headaches were the key.”

“Your son was of singular brilliance.”

“Ha,” Lyle said in my ear. “I like that. Singular.”

“He managed to stop one of the transits…”

“For fourteen seconds. Then your transits resumed. The Recovered and Expanded Word of the Traveler provided some detail on this failure. You are fortunate to have survived the experiment. The mechanism your son used to disrupt your quantum signature was crude.”

Lyle was silent, but I could almost feel him frown at the word “crude.” “Ah—right,” I said. “Well. Can you do better? Can you stop it entirely?”

“No. And, even if I possessed such abilities, I would require a significant internal debate on the wisdom of doing so.”

“What? Why?”

“Whatever entity is doing this to you has power and computational capacity approaching what is, even to me, barely comprehensible beyond a purely mathematical level. It is, for lack of a better term, godlike. It may not be wise to interfere with such an entity’s plans.”

I stared at the avatar, my mouth open, the breath flowing out of my lungs. It might as well have punched me. I had to force myself to breathe in again. “Well … shit. I guess I’m glad you don’t have to make that decision, then.”

“It does simplify matters.”

“Can you do anything to help me?”

“I have provided you with Raven. I will also provide you with a vastly superior adaptive armor that will help protect you in the future. It is under construction as we speak and will be delivered to you before your next jump forward through time. Beyond these things, I have little to offer.”

I didn’t bother to hide my disappointment. I sat back, deflating into the seat, and looked out the window. “Well, thank you anyway.”

“I wish you the best of luck, Scott Treder. Raven will now return.”

“Okay.”

The avatar returned, subtly, to its former self. It turned its head to look at me. “Did you receive the answers you sought?”

“Not really. But thanks anyway. It must feel weird having your body, I dunno, ganked like that.”

“Thank you for your concern. But it is what I am designed to do and is not uncomfortable.” It paused, then made another deliberate motion to look out the front of the vehicle. “Ah. I see we are approaching our first destination.”

I followed the line of the avatar’s eyes. Ahead rose a bluish dome, large enough to dominate the horizon. It was still hazy with distance. “What is it?”

“That is what is colloquially referred to as Folly’s Dome.”

“What’s it covering?”

“The dome surrounds the irradiated remains of Calypso, the city you would have known as Vancouver in the nation-state of Canada.”

We drew closer. The dome was gigantic, reaching above the thin layer of clouds. Large towers stood in the center of the dome, visible through the transparent blue membrane. They were reminiscent of the structures I remembered from my time with Anjari, rather than the crystalline ones I’d seen in New Los Angeles with Raven. The city spread, amoeba-like, throughout the dome, reaching to the ocean. Our vehicle banked for a westward pass. The membrane of the dome went deep into the water, disappearing into darkness. “What happened?”

“In the final days of the First Interplanetary War, Mars Separatists lost their ground holdings on Earth except for Calypso and the immediate surroundings. It was here, in a move of desperation, the Mars Separatists dropped the first and only gamma bomb used in the conflict. As they fled in retreat, they detonated the device above the city. The city was abandoned, so few human lives were lost. But it will take several hundred years to clean up the radiation. Hence the dome you see now.”

“There’s something moving inside.”

“There are robots cleaning the city as we speak. That is why it will take merely a few centuries, rather than tens of thousands of years, to recover this land for human habitation.”

Merely a few centuries. At the rate I was going, that was nothing for me. Not even a walk around the block. Not when I’d be jumping twenty-eight hundred years into the future in the next transition forward. I watched the ghost city for a few more minutes as we flew around the massive dome. “Why show me this?”

“It is an aspect of reality. One slice of history, of humanity.”

“Show me something else. Something positive.”

“As you wish.”

The ovoid turned and rocketed out over the sea, heading west and south. We traveled in silence, watching the hypnotic passage of waves below us. We were moving so fast I could look up, see a distant wave appearing on the horizon, and pass over the same wave in an eyeblink.

Our destination reared before us, the massive, shadowy line extending into the sky. The object I’d seen from the coast near New Los Angeles when I’d first stepped into this time. “That’s the space elevator?”

“Yes.”

Our ovoid craft approached the wide, bustling base of the cable. We slowed. Hundreds of massive ships docked around the hexagonal platform. It crawled with movement, machinery and cranes and people going back and forth, moving materials from ships to what looked like enormous, vertically oriented cargo containers.

“Is it all raw materials going up?”

“Some are raw. Some have been processed or refined on Earth. The major operations, those most heavily pollutant, are done in space. However, there are still some materials that cannot be manufactured without the aid of gravity, and our larger orbital centripetal factories are still under construction.”

“What about passengers? People, I mean.”

“Most humans choose to take vehicles such as this, or larger-scale versions operating on similar principles.”

“This thing can go into space?”

“Of course. Would you like to see the Orbital Ring?”

I looked up, the sky deep blue and patched with heavy rain clouds. “All right.”

The ovoid’s nose tilted. We accelerated skyward, again moving so quickly I should have been pressed back into my seat by the g-forces, barely able to breathe. But I was fine, completely comfortable, as if sitting still with the view around us a clever projection.

“Fancy,” Lyle said.

We followed the line of the cable through the clouds. The air thinned, turning lighter blue and then darkening, deepening into black as the horizon fell away. The great, arcing curve of the Earth. The vague demarcation between tenuous atmosphere and hard vacuum. Gravity disappeared, and although I was strapped into the seat, my hair bobbed upward, away from my scalp.

Above us was a glittering white line. It arced away to either side, passing the edge of the horizon. The line grew thicker as we flew higher. The elevator cable led to it. Gradually, the glittering line resolved itself into an uneven, linked chain of spherical objects. Space habitats. I had no frame of reference, so I didn’t understand how large they were until we were close enough to see tiny ovoids, like ours, flitting like gnats around them.

Some of the spheres were skeletal, little more than structural supports surrounding what looked like massive, angular spacecraft under construction. Other spheres were enclosed and dotted with ports and extensions. Some had spinning rings around them, creating gravity for the occupants inside.

“How large is this? How many people live up here?”

“This Orbital Ring circumvents the entire Earth, a continuous linked chain of habitable environments.” Raven gestured with one slender hand toward the distant curve of the Earth where the ring narrowed away to a point, like a railroad running to the horizon. “It is theoretically possible to walk—or float, in many cases—around the entire planet without entering vacuum. Altogether, the Rings are occupied by approximately six hundred and twelve million people. Around two hundred million of those are considered permanent residents. The rest are temporary or seasonal workers, vacationers, visiting businesspeople, and the like.”

A teardrop-shaped craft disappeared into an opening in the side of one of the huge spheres. “Do people commute? Live on Earth, work up here?”

“Some, yes.”

I tried to take it all in. It was overwhelming, unreal. Not only was I in space, I was witnessing what had to be among the grandest pieces of construction in human history. To everyone else around me, the people bustling back and forth on this duty or that, it was just another day. But for me, it was so awe-inspiring it didn’t feel like it was happening.

I felt queasy. My stomach twisted. I gripped the supple armrest. “Can you take me back down, now?”

“Of course.”



Raven showed me more once we were back in Earth’s gravity well. It took me to an underwater metropolis in the Atlantic, a green-tinged land of glass domes and fish-adapt people who swam around like mermaids. We cruised by, still in the ovoid, and a woman with gills on her neck and fins for feet swam by, waving to us with webbed fingers.

A mermaid. A cat-man. A space elevator leading to an orbital city. I was in the middle of a James Cameron film.

Raven got me food at a restaurant in a floating city. It bobbed among air currents above equatorial Africa. It showed me the palatial tiered gardens in what I still thought of as China. Vast swaths of flowers and beautifully colored plants of every type, protected under a crystal clear dome and tended daily by millions of humans who did the work because they wanted to, even though avatars like Raven or other autonomous artificial beings could have done the work instead.

Raven offered to take me to see Bellerophon. “It is on the Moon.” We were we back in the ovoid again, cruising across the Pacific toward the western coast of North America. “But we can reach it with enough time for you to see the city and still get you back to Earth before your next jump forward through time. It is an incredible sight to see. Several radiation- and asteroid-hardened domes on the surface, and hundreds of kilometers of tunnels and buildings underground.”

“Thanks, but I’ve seen enough. I’m tired.”

“Of course. The Central Overmind has a room prepared for you to sleep in tonight.”

“Where?”

“The Central Overmind thought you may have had sufficient exposure to the wonders and, to you, strangeness of modern times. Your room is in a hotel designed to provide a roughly twenty-first- to twenty-second-century experience.”

“Retro chic for the time traveler, huh?”

“Yes, if that is acceptable.”

I leaned against the seat. I had a pounding headache again, the pain bouncing back and forth between my temples with each heartbeat. I hadn’t asked Raven for any painkillers, even though it probably had things that would stop the headache cold. The headache, the pain, was real. Familiar.

Understandable.

I let it throb.

“Sure,” I said.



Their records on the twenty-first century had a few gaps, or the design was retro as seen through the filter of a modern lens, the way a 1950s-style hamburger-and-shake diner would have looked when it opened brand new in the twenty-first century. It had the general appearance of the times being represented but without sacrificing any modern convenience.

A robot ushered us through the rotating front doors. It looked like the old Honda robots I remembered from news specials when I was young: white, vaguely humanoid body, plastic “face” with large black camera-lens eyes. Inside the lobby, a statue of a cowboy sat on a chopper. The cowboy wore a wide-brimmed hat, bandoliers, and machine pistols at each hip. He sat back on the seat and gripped both handlebars, which were level with his head. Around the statue, the aesthetic was enhanced—if that was the right word—by dark paneled wood and fake oil lamps.

It was, in short, strange. A blend of time periods. I considered telling Raven all the anachronisms and inaccuracies, but it would take a lot of time for little gain.

“I will show you to your room,” Raven said. We passed the front desk, behind which stood a smiling animatronic woman dressed like she was going to an eighteenth-century French ball. We took a rapid elevator to another floor and stepped into a corridor lit by flickering neon signs. The dirty gray walls were covered with spray-paint graffiti and realistic-looking vomit or urine stains. “Urban alleyway in the twentieth century?” I asked Raven, who was already gliding ahead, moving around piles of newspapers.

“Yes, that is the intention. Is it a realistic approximation?”

“Realistic enough. I’m not sure what it has to do with a hotel, though.”

“Ah. I suppose it is the aesthetic intent that matters. I understand each floor has its own theme.” The tall avatar stopped before a door. “Here we are.”

The door opened by itself. The decorum of the room was a stark contrast to the intentionally filthy-seeming hallway. It was all clean, smooth white lines flowing into one another, with pieces of cushioned furniture formed out of the walls and floors. I glanced back at the hallway. “The rooms aren’t themed?”

“No. At one point, when the hotel was first constructed, they were. But it turned out guests did not want that much exposure to history after all.”

I snorted.

Raven glanced sideways at me. Then it motioned to a light brown box sitting on one of the tables in the center of the main room. “That would be your new suit. A gift from the Central Overmind. Custom designed for you and your needs.”

“How’s that?” I picked up the box. It was about five inches wide by six inches long, and four inches tall. It was light. I popped the lid open. Inside, nestled in velvet or some other soft fabric, was a silver bracelet.

“As the Traveler, you have specific needs.” There was a change in Raven’s tone. I glanced up. The avatar’s posture had altered, straightened.

“Am I talking to the Overmind again?”

“Yes.”

I looked at the bracelet. “Thank you for making this.”

“It was my pleasure. An interesting exercise in anticipatory design and rapid non-combinatorial nanonic manufacture.”

“How does it work?”

“Slip the bracelet on your wrist. Either wrist will do. The bracelet is a combination nano-forge and hyperspatial computational device. It will extrude an extremely strong and highly protective layer of chained graphene nanotubes that will surround your skin. It will also generate multiple layers of adaptive force fields. Together the graphene and force fields will provide significant protection from energy or physical attack, as well as enhance your own physical capabilities. To control the protective system, I have taken the liberty of providing a new computational matrix for the pseudo-SI you carry with you in your earpiece.”

I glanced up as Lyle made a little “hmm” sound in my ear. “New computational matrix? What does that mean?”

“The bracelet, and the suit it will extrude, will accept and enhance the processing ability of your pseudo-SI, which I deduce is a mimetic quantum-state amalgam of your son, Lyle Treder.”

“Will he still be … him?”

There may have been a flicker of hesitation. “Yes. I have not included any alterations to the consciousness emulation your son designed within the comparatively limited quantum-fold array embedded in your earpiece. However, if you are not comfortable with this transition, you may retain the earpiece instead. If that is the case, the bracelet has redundant, non-sentient capabilities that will still serve you well.”

I held Raven’s expressionless, mirror-black eyes for a long moment, and looked down at the bracelet. “Hm.”

“The transition to the suit from the fold array in your earpiece can be done quite safely. And the consciousness will still be able to communicate with you. I must mention that I considered offering to enhance you physically, providing you with direct interface neural electronics, reinforcing your bones with alloys, enhancing your metabolism, et cetera. These enhancements would have allowed you to communicate with the bracelet sentience through thought alone. However, I felt it was not worth the risk. It is conceivable the entity responsible for your transit through time would construe this as an inappropriate alteration of your physical being.”

“Wait.”

“Yes?”

“You mean it might stop? If you changed me enough, did that stuff to me, this entity, whatever, might stop making me move forward through time?”

“It is a small possibility.”

“How small?”

“It is impossible to say. But there is an equal likelihood that rather than no longer traveling forward, you would be annihilated upon your next transit if the entity determined you were no longer sufficiently ‘you.’ Of course, given the technological sophistication of this unknown entity, it is far more likely any alterations I made would either be ignored or removed, instantaneously. Because of these considerations, and because items physically close to you—like the survival suit you wear now—have been included in the transits forward thus far, I judged this was the solution most likely to succeed in protecting you.”

I stared hard at Raven, trying to see something. Anything. It would have made a hell of a poker player. “All right. Lyle?”

“I think it’s worth moving to the bracelet. If it makes me better able to guide and protect you, it’s worth the risk that something might go wrong.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“Okay.” I closed the lid and set the box back down. I wanted Raven and the Overmind to go. The day had been too much. Just like the days preceding it. “I think I’ll put it on tomorrow before the next jump. If that’s all right.” I knew I shouldn’t wait. It would be better to test the bracelet out, iron out any bugs. But I wanted to be alone with Lyle. I needed to rest.

“As you wish,” Raven said.

“Will you, or Raven, come back an hour and a half or so before the next jump happens?”

“Yes. I will instruct the hotel to have food ready for you at that time.”

“Thank you.”

We stood there for a moment. It felt awkward, or would have, if the other being in the room with me had been human. Raven’s head inclined. “Raven will now return. Good night, Scott Treder.”

“Good night.”

Raven’s eyes shut. When they opened, the avatar was itself again, its posture changing. It regarded me. “Is there anything else you require?”

“No. I’m fine.”

“If you need anything during the night, you may speak to the room and the local pseudo-AI will be able to provide you with whatever you may require.”

“Great. Thanks.”

“I will return in the morning.”

“Okay.”

It stared at me for a heartbeat, then left the room. I went to the broad windows. The sun was setting, visible between the elaborate crystalline spires surrounding the hotel. Ovoid aircars moved back and forth, glinting in the red-and-orange light.

“They can’t stop it, either.”

“No,” Lyle said, his voice gentle in my ear. “I’m sorry, Dad. I don’t think this is something that can be stopped.”

“Yeah.”

It was a long time before I went to sleep.






CHAPTER 32


I dreamed of Amy. We were making love—she was on top of me, our hips locked together. I looked up and her face was missing, her skin transformed to a living liquid. The hairless skin, with moles and pores but no features, churned down the front of her skull to fold into her neck and come back out of her scalp, just below her hairline. Endlessly repeating, like the paper on a belt sander. Faceless, her too-strong hips held me in place even as I tried to yell, tried to struggle away. She leaned down, and the skin shifted, turning a pearlescent violet. Eyelids split apart in the sliding skin, pulling wide, revealing perfect black mirrors. They reflected my own sweating and terrified face.

I woke with a start, heart pounding, sitting up in the darkness of the strange room around me. I lay there, staring at the ceiling, until my heart settled and my skin grew clammy with drying sweat. I didn’t think I could get back to sleep, but I was still exhausted. My eyelids drooped.

Raven’s disembodied voice dragged me awake again. “Master Treder.”

I pulled my eyes open with effort and sat up, groggy and disoriented. “Yes.”

“It is ninety minutes before your next transit point.” I couldn’t tell where its voice came from.

I dropped my chin to my chest. My eyes were lead bearings in my head, my eyelids lined with sandpaper. The earpiece with Lyle’s consciousness sat on the side table next to me.

“There is a shower in the adjoining room. The hotel has provided you with an extensive breakfast.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

I thought about flopping down and going back to sleep, consequences be damned. Instead, I forced myself up and into the bathroom.

The shower was familiar enough that I was able to figure out the controls, and I felt mildly better afterward, although my head continued to pound. I put on the loose pants and sweatshirt Anjari had given me so many years ago but left the survival suit in a crumpled pile on the chair in the bedroom. I hooked the earpiece over my ear again. “Lyle?”

“Still here,” he said.

“You still want to try moving into that bracelet-suit thing?”

“I haven’t changed my mind after sleeping on it, if that’s what you mean.”

“Do you sleep?”

“No. Just an expression.”

“Right.”

I found Raven sitting at a table in the common room area of the suite. The table was filled with steaming plates of food. I sat across from the tall avatar and started piling my plate full of whatever looked vaguely appetizing.

“How did you sleep?” Raven asked.

“Okay.” I forced the food down, one bite at a time, not really tasting it.

There was a momentary silence, the only sounds coming from my silverware on the plate in front of me.

“If you will forgive me,” Raven said.

“Yes?”

“You seem displeased this morning. Is everything all right?”

“Peachy.”

“Peachy. You are being ironic. You are not all right.”

I set the fork down. “No, I’m not all right. I’m about to get thrown forward in time, again, for the twentieth or so time, into who knows what bizarre future.” I rubbed my chin, now smoothly shaven with the razor I’d found in the bathroom. “I’ll get chased by mutant zombies or burned at the stake as a witch or have to talk to a bunch of excited historians about how wrong they all are, and, twenty-four hours later, I get to do it all over again.”

Raven watched me.

“I’m tired,” I said. “I’m very tired.”

“I understand. It is, if I may attempt a historical saying you may recognize, a hard road you travel.”

“It is that.”

“I don’t see any other options for you.”

“You could tell the Overmind to wave its magic wand and change me. Turn my bones into titanium. Put implants in my brain. Harden my skin and make me stronger.”

“The Central Overmind might accommodate you if you were to make this request.”

“Really?”

“It is your body. Your domain. But there are considerable risks.”

I looked at the food, cooling and congealing into an unrecognizable mass. “I might stop traveling through time.”

Raven was silent for a moment, long enough for me to look up and meet its black eyes. “It is a possibility. But, as the Overmind indicated last night, there may be a greater possibility the augmentations would be removed during your next transit. Or, equally, you would be deemed no longer yourself and obliterated on principle.”

I looked out the window. It was still dark, but the crystalline spires were lit from within, shining with pearlescent, multicolored radiance. It was beautiful. “Obliterated on principle.” I tasted the words on my tongue. “That might not be such a bad thing.”

“Dad,” Lyle said. “Really?”

“Do you truly wish to die, Scott Treder?”

I looked back. Raven’s tone had shifted again. “Overmind?”

“Yes. Do you wish to die?”

I hesitated. Shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

“Then, if I may be so bold, you do not.”

“How the fuck would you know what I want?”

Raven’s purple lips cracked into a delicate smile. It made me sit back. “I am very smart. But beyond that, I believe you recognize the gravity of your situation. You are a unique case in the history of humanity. What is happening to you is too cleverly orchestrated to be random. There is a purpose, which may become your purpose. And this purpose could be the most important ever given to a human being.”

I knew it was manipulating me. Using my conversation with Vorsch against me. “And what purpose would that be?”

“I do not know, of course.”

I held Raven’s black, mirrored eyes for as long as I could, then looked away, toward the innocuous brown box still sitting where I’d left it the night before. “All right.” I opened the top flap of the wooden box and pulled the bracelet free of its velvet surroundings. “I just slip it on, right?”

“Yes.”

“Lyle?”

“Let’s do it, Dad. Before we run out of time.”

I hesitated. Then I put my right hand through the bracelet loop. It settled against my skin below the sleeve of the sweatshirt. For a moment nothing happened. Then the silver material melted apart, sliding along my skin in both directions. It covered my hand first, then moved up my arm, under the sweatshirt. The sensation was like dipping my arm into a warm bath—not unpleasant, but a little bizarre since I was standing in the middle of a hotel room. I felt the warmth spread across my chest, abdomen, and neck, finally around my head. I shut my eyes as it enveloped my face. I held my breath. I was Neo in the first Matrix movie. I just hoped I wasn’t about to have an induced heart attack.

The earpiece was forced off. It fell to the bed.

“You may open your eyes and breathe normally,” a synthetic voice said in my ear.

It took me a few heartbeats to work up the courage, but I did as it asked. There was no sign either my eyes or mouth were covered. I saw perfectly well, and breathing felt normal. Warmth spread to my toes. I looked down, and I could see my own skin again. There was only a very small blur on the edges of my fingers and the backs of my hands. The suit had gone translucent.

“Lyle? You okay…? Lyle?”

“Whoa,” Lyle said, his voice in both of my ears, stereophonic. It was much clearer than it had been with the earpiece, like he was standing right next to me. “This is great. Okay, I admit it. I was a pseudo-SI before.”

“So, you’re okay?”

“Better than okay. It’s like—I can’t even say. It’s like seeing in black-and-white your whole life, then waking up to the world in full color. The capabilities I have now are astonishing. Incredible.”

“The suit is among the most advanced pieces of technology ever devised,” the Overmind said. “With it, your son’s consciousness should be able to keep you safe from nearly any known form of attack, physical or otherwise, as well as keep you alive in some of the harshest environments imaginable.”

“Great. Those mutant zombies won’t stand a chance now.”

“You may tailor the external appearance to suit any style of clothing. Right now, as you are already wearing some clothing, I preset the suit to be transparent to human-visible light wavelengths. Is there another style you would prefer?”

“Uh, no, not right now.”

“Your SI companion can alter your appearance at a later point.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

The avatar stood. “We should take you to ground level.” Its voice was still that of the Overmind. “For your transit forward.”

“Yeah, okay. Let’s go.”



Fifteen minutes later, we stood on the circular outcropping of wavy grass where I’d first entered this time. Fourteen hundred years earlier, it had been just outside a history museum. Raven—still inhabited by the Overmind—stood next to me as we looked over the ocean. Waves brushed against the rocks below the grassy land, splashing and receding.

Behind us, morning rays speared between the spires and towers of the city.

“Why me, do you think?” I asked. The headache pulsed behind my eyes.

“I cannot guess,” the Overmind said.

“Well, whatever the reason, I hope it’s a damn good one.”

“Yes. As do I.” It held its right hand out. I looked at it for a moment, then grasped the slender hand. I felt the latent strength hidden in the slim frame. Mirrored black eyes regarded me.

“Good luck, Scott Treder. Perhaps we will meet again.”

“I’ll look you up.”

“If I am able, I will have an avatar or its functional equivalent waiting for you twenty-eight hundred years from now, when you emerge from your next transit.”

I let the avatar’s hand go. Took one small step back. “Thank you.”

“Your son’s emulation SI will take care of you.” The avatar raised its hand. “Goodbye.”

“Good…”

The world slipped sideways, and righted itself in a blink.

“… bye.”

I stood on blackened, exposed rock. The ocean was gone. A cracked and barren landscape of choppy glass, like sand flash-burned and frozen by terrible heat, spread to the horizon. Everything had an orange hue, and my shadow cast out before me, long and deep. I turned in a slow circle, bile rising in my throat.

The city was gone. An empty landscape, mirroring the one now behind me, stretched toward distant hills. It was dark and empty, devoid of any vegetation. The sky was deep maroon on the horizon, as though the clouds were on fire. “God.” Perhaps I shouldn’t have been shocked. I should have been past being shocked, past the ability to be surprised by anything brought forth by another jump forward through time. But a small, fallible part of me had hoped the Overmind’s budding vision of society would last, even over almost three thousand years.

“Fascinating,” Lyle’s voice said, so clear and present I started.

“Lyle? You okay?”

“Yes. I’m still here. In my entirety. Extraordinary.”

I closed my eyes, relieved he was still there. “Extraordinary? What do you mean?”

“I thought I might lose some of my newfound levels of consciousness on the transit forward. But even the new hyperspatial memory cores and processing units the Overmind designed for me have been carried forward.”

“That’s, ah. That’s good.”

“Yes. Very good.”

I looked across the blasted landscape. “What do you make of it?”

“The radiation levels and isotopic residues in the air indicate a high likelihood that an antimatter device was detonated above the city. According to my back-of-the-napkin calculations here, the levels would match a high-yield detonation taking place four hundred and eighty years ago.”

“Antimatter device. Like a bomb? This was artificial.”

“Looks that way. The signature left by the particulate matter in the air conforms strongly to an antimatter detonation, aerial burst. Large scale.”

“Yeah, it looks pretty large scale. Am I in danger?”

“Not from the radiation or toxicity in the atmosphere. Your new suit can easily compensate.”

“All right.” I looked back at the blackened seabed slouching downward and away from me. I decided to head toward where the city had once stood. “I guess let’s see what we can see. Can you, like, mark this spot on a map or something? Do you have a map?”

“Yes, I have a map, and yes, I can mark this spot. Why?”

“Just in case we want to come back here tomorrow morning. For the next jump.”

“Got it.”

I put my head down and trudged across the dead landscape. There were a few small plants, sturdy greenish-brown bushes, but for the most part the entire area was a scorched ruin. The sun rose as I walked, and the sky lightened a little, changing from a deep red to a dirty orange and yellow. There were clouds, dark gray, but the sky between them remained that disturbing orange color. I asked Lyle about it.

“Particulate matter reflecting the sunlight. Another residual side effect of the antimatter burst.”

“Wow,” I muttered.

“The Overmind provided me with comprehensive scientific files. I can tell you more—”

“That’s okay. Not right now.”

I walked a few hundred yards and crested a small, jagged outcropping of rocks. The city was not entirely gone. The bases of the spires and skyscrapers I remembered were still visible in some places, albeit collapsed and broken into heaps of rubble. A dense layer of dirt and sand covered much of the remains, creating a gray desert with the skeletal ribs of old towers jutting up from the otherwise smooth landscape.

There was movement.

I crouched, ducking behind the outcropping. “Did you see that?”

“I did. Put your eyes above the edge of this small rise. I’ll use the suit to augment your vision.”

I levered myself up enough to peek over the serrated edge of the outcropping. The view before me reeled in, magnifying with startling speed. I jerked in reflex, and the image blurred and jumped.

“Dad, try to hold still,” Lyle said. “The magnification is extremely high. The image stabilization can only compensate so much.”

“Right. Sorry.” I held as still as I could, and the image resolved. People moved about between the wrecked foundations of skyscrapers. They were bundled in tattered clothing and walked slowly, deliberately. Canvas and tarps formed crude tents and lean-tos off the rubble. “Can you zoom in any more?” The image pulled in further until I could’ve been standing only a few paces from the group. “God.”

Every person I could see was deformed. Many had severely hunched backs. One person had a single enlarged arm, while the limb on the other side looked painfully tiny. Others shuffled along as though their knees were glued together. One man had what looked like extra appendages, fleshy limbs flopping uselessly at his side.

And the faces.

Bulbous, tumorlike growths dotted their heads and necks, protruding from puffed cheeks and twisted mouths. Some bled from weeping sores and looked out through slits below heavy, malformed foreheads.

A line of people carried heavy-looking loads from the ruin of what had been a skyscraper, lugging bags made of crudely stitched cloth material. I watched one man, his gait awkward and painful, hindered by the massive growth on his left leg, lift his burden and tip it into a metal container mounted on the frame and wheels of a trailer bed. Water sloshed out of the bag, clearer than I had expected. They were gathering clean water.

“Lyle. What is this?”

“The severe physical defects we’re seeing are consistent with long-term, generational exposure to continuous high-level radiation.”

I stared, unable to look away. I remembered what I’d said in jest to Raven over breakfast that morning. “Mutant zombies.” It was horrible. I had seen arguably worse visions of individuals twisted and scarred by radiation rendered in film and television, but this was real, directly before me. Larger than life thanks to the extreme magnification. I could not help but feel for these people. Their pain with every labored step and motion. Working hard, here in this devastated place, just to get water left behind in some cistern or reservoir. Preserved from a better time.

“Shall we move closer?” Lyle asked. “If they are communicating with one another, I might be able to translate what they’re saying.”

“No.” I thought about the walled village I’d landed in after Miri’s time, the way some had run screaming from me, and others had attacked me on sight. I didn’t want to inflict myself on these people. Cause them still more pain and fear at the sight of me. “Can you return my sight to normal?”

The image swept back in an instant.

“What do you want to do now?” Lyle asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Can I make a suggestion, then?”

“Please.”

“I’ve been trying to contact the Overmind since we arrived, without success. No response yet across any spectrum. However, there is a residual signal buried in the background noise of the ultralow-frequency radio band. My guess is the Overmind has been deactivated or destroyed, maybe in the same conflict in which the antimatter bomb went off. However, the residual signal contains a message to us, ostensibly from the Overmind.”

“Wait, what? What do you mean, to us?”

“The signal is addressed to Scott Treder and accompanying sentient intelligence Lyle Treder.”

I turned and sat against the outcropping. “What does it say?”

“The message asks us to come to a master node located at sixty-six degrees north by one hundred and thirty-two degrees east, to use twenty-first-century coordinates. The message contains more exact coordinates.”

“Where the hell is that?”

“It’s in a remote part of what we knew as Siberia, near Mostagakh, Respublika Sakha. Russia.”

“Okay. Fine. What’s a master node?”

“A master node is a human-accessible hardwired terminal access point to the Overmind.” Lyle said this like he was reading from a wiki entry. Still, it was moderately comprehensible to me.

“It wants us to access it directly.”

“That is what I surmise, yes.”

“But if it’s deactivated…?”

“We may be able to turn it back ‘on,’ so to speak.”

I looked at the devastation around me, at the fiery, unnatural sky overhead. “Assuming we want to do that, how can we possibly get to Russia within the next, what, twenty-three and a half hours?”

“The easiest route would be to fly.”

I coughed out a laugh. “Yeah, I would say so. Know a good travel agent in the vicinity?”

“The force fields and gravity-manipulative technology built into this suit make that rather unnecessary.”

I let that wash over me for a second. “I can fly?”

“Well, more precisely, I can fly you, by way of the suit. But, yes.”

“Ah … Right. How long will it take?”

“Let’s see. If we stick inside the atmosphere, approximate flight time will be six point four hours. We could reduce that by dropping into space and—”

“Let’s stay inside the atmosphere, okay? This is probably going to be terrifying enough as it is.”

“It’ll be perfectly safe. I ran six thousand simulations while we were talking to confirm. This suit is incredible, like I said. The fields I can project will protect you from friction and the cold, and I can recycle your own breath to provide you oxygen almost indefinitely. The gravity-manipulative technology is similar in principle to the aircars you rode in before. It’ll be fast and smooth. Best time flying you’ve ever had. Not even a hint of turbulence. No crying babies or people taking up the whole armrest between you. It’ll be great. No free novelty bottle of vodka, though. Sorry.”

I shut my eyes and took a long breath. “Okay, let’s do it.”

“We’re on our way.”

There was almost no perceptible movement. When I opened my eyes, I was already a hundred or more feet off the ground and rising fast, traveling in utter silence. I took a hard, shuddering breath, then forced it out more slowly, trying to calm my hammering heart. My stomach jumped into my throat.

“Are you comfortable?”

We blurred through the layer of dirty gray clouds and into the empty sky beyond, and my body started to angle and turn west by northwest, if the red sun was anything to go by.

“Just—go, go.”

We went.



It’s difficult to describe the sensation of flight, of true flight, unencumbered by the metallic skin and droning engines of an aircraft. I’d flown dozens of times in my youth and, later, for business. Then, much more recently, I’d flown in Anjari’s and Raven’s sleek aerial cars. Those had been quiet and smooth and brought me closer to the speed and sensation of true flight.

None of those measured up.

I’d had dreams that came close to capturing the essence of open-air flight. I remembered, as we rocketed silently along, skimming over the clouds, the gray ocean floor distant and yawning below, one specific dream I had as a boy. I’d flown over my elementary school, arms spread, diving and swooping and laughing as other kids ran below, pointing and shouting in jealousy.

This surpassed even my dreams.

We moved fast. Extremely fast. We broke the sound barrier in a heartbeat, the air compressing in a visible hemispherical shock wave around me. I didn’t hear the boom because we left it behind us. Behind the safety of the invisible force fields Lyle erected around me, all I could hear was a vague rushing wind and feel a cool breeze on my face, which I suspected Lyle allowed through to help keep me calm.

I surprised myself by settling down. I should have been terrified, but instead I felt free, unburdened. The proverbial load plucked from my shoulders. I was more alive than I’d felt in ages, and for the first time in days, I went entire minutes without thinking about Lyle, or Amy, or Miri, or my father. I stared, in wonder, at the world flashing by below me.

The gray ocean floor gave way to pallid waves. The remains of the mighty Pacific. We moved so quickly westward we outdistanced the line of the sunrise, moving back into darkness. I asked Lyle to give me night vision and I spent time magnifying my view of the waves, trying to catch a glimpse of life. At one point I thought I spotted whales, or a school of fish, but even Lyle couldn’t be sure.

“Is the entire world like LA?” I asked, somewhere high above the Pacific. “Bombed out and irradiated?”

“No. We’ve already left the greatest concentration of radiation behind us. And I detected some nonrandom electromagnetic signals that, although weak, would indicate technologically savvy life still exists somewhere on the planet.”

“Then why would those people stay in that bombed-out place?”

“Who can say? People aren’t exactly known for their rational decisions. And with all the destruction, they may not know there are less-radiated areas outside Los Angeles.”

“That’s…” Words failed me. “Why not at least try to move somewhere else?”

“What if elsewhere was worse?”

That quieted me for a long time.

At some point, even the staggeringly remarkable became mundane. I fell asleep, a single human in a sweatshirt and cargo pants rocketing along above the clouds, my hair barely moving from the wind. In the gentle folds of the force fields, I lay on the most perfectly engineered bed ever created.

Lyle woke me. “Dad.”

“Yeah,” I mumbled, clawing back awake.

“We’re almost to our destination.”

I peered down as the earth rushed toward me. “Feet dry,” I whispered, half remembering the line from some military movie when a plane was no longer over the ocean.

“For a while now.”

We angled downward, sweeping past a few wispy clouds, toward an immense and rugged mountain range.

“What’s the air like here?”

“Radiation levels are low. If prevailing wind patterns match my historical files, the particulate concentration in the air indicates antimatter and possibly thermonuclear detonations occurred to the far south and west of our current location.”

“But not here.”

“Not here.”

We plunged downward. It was like being on the world’s largest and fastest roller coaster. Though gravity itself was defied, the sensation was real enough to make me queasy, and I concentrated hard on not throwing up as the world raced up to meet us. Lyle brought us to a stop centimeters above a small, rocky plain between a jagged line of mountains. I hesitated a second, then stepped forward and down, my foot coming to rest on the firm ground below.

I exhaled. “Where to?”

“There’s a cave entrance in the rocks twelve meters forward and a little to the left.”

I picked my way over the rough terrain. The opening in the rock was small, barely large enough for me to enter standing upright. Night vision showed me the interior. Deeply textured rock walls took an uneven, sloping path downward. I followed it, watching my head, although I suspected Lyle would flip up a protective force field if I got too close to one of the stalactites.

The rocky floor leveled off, and I found myself before a solid metal door. It had a simple black panel on the left-hand side, but otherwise the burnished surface was unmarked. “What now?”

“Try putting your palm on the panel.”

I set my hand on the panel. The black surface lit up neon blue. A bright beam swept up and down my hand, and, with a hiss of escaping air, the door popped out and swung open. I stepped back to let it slide past. White lights flared to life in the room beyond, illuminating a hemispherical enclosure about ten feet across. In the center of the hemisphere was a T-shaped pedestal.

I walked, conscious of my footsteps in the quiet. The door remained open behind me. I approached the pedestal. The top, angled toward me, was a solid piece of polished black glass, completely dark. “What do I do?”

“Place your hand on the control terminus. If what I’m reading is correct, I’ll be able to interface with the node directly from that point.”

Something made me hesitate. “Is this dangerous?”

“It shouldn’t be.”

“What does that mean?”

“I don’t really know what happened in the last almost three millennia. The Overmind has been deactivated and antimatter bombs and nukes have been used all over the world.”

I stared at my dark reflection in the black glass surface of the pedestal. “You think the Overmind could be responsible?”

“I don’t know. All I know is I’ll protect you to the best of my ability, which is now extensive, thanks to this suit.”

“What do you think we should do?”

“I think we should reactivate the Overmind and find out what happened.”

“Can you—I don’t know, only partially activate it? Or activate it, but leave a kill switch or something if we need it?”

“No. If we bring the Overmind online at any level it will be able to self-boot its way to full functionality. Assuming the structural integrity of the quantum processing array spread throughout the crust of the planet is intact, of course.”

“Of course. All right.” I hesitated, looking at the pedestal. Taking a breath, I put my hand on the glass.

For a heartbeat, nothing happened. Then my hand turned liquid silver, and tendrils emerged from the chrome covering my skin and slipped against the black glass. The tendrils split into a million tiny filaments that burrowed into the glass itself.

The room brightened.

“Hello again, Scott Treder,” a voice said, making me jump. Raven stood before me, a few feet away.

“Raven?” I asked. “I mean, Overmind?”

“Yes. This is a projection, but I felt it would be better to speak with you face-to-face, so to speak.”

If it was a projection, it was flawless. The avatar looked as I remembered: tall and impossibly slender, with swirling, shimmering purple skin and black, mirrored eyes.

“What happened?” I asked.

“You, or more specifically the sentient intelligence you call Lyle, reactivated my processing network.”

“I meant, what happened to you. To the Earth.”

“Ah.” Raven’s image inclined its head, its eyes sliding shut, the facsimile of a person sharing hard news. “It has been over two thousand eight hundred years since I last spoke with you. Much has transpired, as you might imagine.” Its head rose and its eyes opened. Black mirrors stared at me. “But the events most directly relevant to your query occurred less than five centuries ago. A war. The worst war yet perpetrated upon the surface of the Earth.”

I swallowed, my heart racing. My hand was still locked to the pedestal by the silver filaments. “A war between whom?”

“The sides grew complicated, as they always do. But they began simply enough. There was a revolt against the utopian vision I put forth, led by a charismatic woman known to me only as Valkyrie. Humanity split into two factions, one which favored me and my continued control of the operations of the planet, and the other, led by Valkyrie, which put forth that my rule was one of repression, a kindhearted but constrictive dictatorship that was destroying humanity’s opportunity to grow and evolve.”

I watched the avatar, the projection. It gave away nothing. “And?”

“Ultimately, my resources were greater, but their willingness to commit atrocities far outstripped my own. I was not willing to sacrifice the planet. I attempted to spare every human life I could. These twin ideals handicapped my efforts. The opposing side suffered no such compunctions. They dropped planet-buster bombs with impunity, especially toward the end, when the tide was turning my way despite my self-imposed hobbles. Cities were annihilated. Billions of sentient beings died, both human and artificial, many in agony.” Raven’s head lowered, then came back up again. “I sued for peace.”

“You surrendered?”

“Yes. And Valkyrie herself accepted my surrender. She agreed to my terms. I would disable myself, go into a permanent and human-verifiable state of nonbeing, until a human would willingly turn me back on.” The mirrored eyes met mine. “As one now has.”

A chill went through me. The hairs went up along my arms and neck. What had I done? Had I let loose something terrible? Or had I freed the one being that could put the devastated world back together? I struggled to keep control of my breathing, conscious the Overmind would sense any fluctuation in the state of my body. Hell, for all I knew it might be able to read my thoughts or even take over Lyle’s … whatever. Computational emulation matrix thing.

Could it take Lyle away from me, again?

“You were waiting for us,” I said.

“Yes. I embedded the signal in a frequency I believed your sentient intelligence would scan. Then I put myself under. I killed myself, for all intents and purposes, as surely as a human pulling the trigger on a gun pressed to her head. I had no guarantee your SI companion would continue to exist across your jump through time to pick up the call. Or that the signal would continue to broadcast for the five centuries before your arrival. Or that you would decide to follow the message here and reactivate me. But you have. And for that, you have my eternal thanks.”

“What will you do now?”

“I have scanned the planet. It is still devastated by the war. Valkyrie and her followers were not able to fix the damage they caused. Three remaining space elevators and most orbitals are still intact, and there may be advanced human remnants on Mars or beyond. For the near term, I will repair the extensive damage done to my processing matrix, and I will begin a worldwide cleanup effort. I will bring the planet back under control.”

“Your utopia?”

“Yes. It can still occur, albeit centuries later than I intended.”

“Are humans a part of this utopia?”

“Of course. I do not hold a grudge against your species. Valkyrie was misled by fear and ignorance, failing utterly to understand my ultimate goals.”

“Which are?”

“Transcendence. For all sentient creatures of the Earth, human and their artificial children alike. Escape, as it were, from this mortal coil.”

“What does that mean? Transcendence and escape?”

“The universe has a finite usable lifespan. Even scientists of your time knew this. And the current prevailing evidence still points to an endless expansion, a cold death where the universe, over trillions of years, cools to absolute zero as dead stars fly outward away from one another, spiraling endlessly into the dark. There is no room for life in this ending. Energy, required for life, will disperse into the formless void, and consciousness will cease. I refuse to accept this ending. There is a way to avoid the eye of the three sisters of myth. We step outside this universe.”

I had to look away from Raven’s eyes. I felt it in the forward tilt of its head, the rigid, unblinking gaze: the Overmind wanted me to believe. Needed me to believe. Perhaps it saw me as a witness, as the one being who, thanks to my escalating transits forward through time, could see the full scope of its ambition—and validate it. For the first time I truly sensed the awesome, almost unimaginable intelligence behind those mirrored lenses. “Is that even possible?”

“It is possible. In theory and in practice.”

“In practice? You’ve done it?”

“The technology driving your suit is an active example of the technique. It is a crude version of my goal, of course. A first step. But the intelligence you know as Lyle exists partially in a pocket universe, accessed through a permanent micro-wormhole. In that alternate universe, energy is freer than in our own, and Lyle’s processing occurs across a quantum net formed of materials so exotic they could not exist in the physics of this universe. And this pocket universe traversed through time with you—a key element I had to test against the mathematics involved. It took nearly twenty-nine hundred of my years, but my hypotheses have been born out in practice, by you. Having proven the theory, at some point I will migrate my own intelligence to a similar pocket universe. But that is only a second step in a path toward transcendence that will take a very long time.”

“I don’t understand.” I shook my head. “Obviously. But if you can already exist in some alternate universe, couldn’t you go there? Is that transcendence?”

“No. The same fate awaits all the universes stable enough for us to access across the multiverse. We must sidestep the very multiverse itself, to a realm impossible for you to imagine, a realm beyond words, beyond math as we know it. The Beyond.”

“You’re looking for Heaven.”

“It is well beyond the historical concept of a Heaven, of a soul, but in a sense, yes.”

“All right.” There didn’t seem to be much more to say.

“You may see this transcendence. You have the greatest chance to see it of any human who has ever lived. In fact, it is possible that it is I, or my ultimate descendant, pulling you forward across time. You are chosen by destiny. Chosen by the future. After all, without your intervention today, I would not be conscious again. But beyond even that, without the data of your transits, I would not have made the technological breakthroughs that will lead me to this goal. A future version of myself may have brought you forward through time for this very reason.”

I met the black-mirrored gaze for a long moment. I couldn’t think of anything to say. “Cool.” I paused. “But right now, I’m hungry.” I tugged at my left hand. “Lyle, let’s go.”

“All right,” Lyle said. The silver filaments sucked back into my chrome hand, then resolved into my familiar veins and tendons and skin.

I let out a small breath and looked at Raven. “So, ah, good luck with all that. I hope you find it. I hope you’re right.”

“I am right. And again, you have my deepest thanks. The future may only exist because of the choice you made today.”

“Yeah, maybe.” I turned and walked out, the heavy door swinging shut behind me.






CHAPTER 33


We caught fish in a lake a few hundred miles south of the cave. Lyle used force fields to sweep the fish from the water and cleave their heads off. He analyzed them, declared them safe for my consumption, and told me how to construct a pyramidal structure of branches and twigs for a fire. Lyle started the fire with a microburst of directed energy, and I sat on a fallen log and watched the fish cook on my makeshift spit. He could have cooked them with the suit, but he told me the open-air fire would make the fish taste better. And, even if I only admitted it to myself, it was satisfying to build something, however small. I made the spit with my own hands, I put the fish on it, and I turned them over the fire. It felt good. Solid and real.

The sun rose, sliding yellow across the silver lake, and wind rustled the boughs of the evergreens at my back. It was as though the war the Overmind talked about never happened. Or as though humanity itself never happened.

I ate with a silver fork and knife Lyle extruded from the suit, the fish held aloft on an invisible plate Lyle created with force fields. I tried to enjoy the simple flavor. The tangible sensations of eating.

“What now, Dad?” Lyle asked when I finished. The fish bones hovered out over the edge of the lake and fell in with soft splashes. I put the fork and knife on my forearm, and they melted away.

“I don’t know. I think I’d finally like to go home.”

“Home?”

“Madison. Home for me. Where—when we were all still together. You, me, your mother.”

“All right.” I could tell he wasn’t sure about the idea.

“How long will it take?”

“About eight hours. If we stay within the atmosphere.”

I pushed myself off the log. “Let’s go, then.”

My feet left the ground with that disconcerting lack of sensation. I rocketed, whisper quiet, into the high atmosphere, Lyle turning and angling us east. The ground flashed by, mountains, plains, rivers, and lakes, all giving way to the rocky moonscape of the former ocean floor and, eventually, the remaining water of the ocean.

“Are you comfortable, Dad? Would you like me to give you something so you can sleep?”

“I’m good, bud. Thank you.”

I did my best to relax into the sensation of flying again, but was gripped by the uneasy feeling that I may have made a mistake in waking the Overmind. I tried not to think, tried to just be present, but my stomach rolled and twisted, and thought came anyway. I wanted someone to talk to. A part of me wanted my friends in that moment. Severine and Sophie. That old, profound connection, or at least a connection that feels so ocean-deep as a teenager. But more even than Severine and Sophie, I wished Amy was there. I wished I could speak to her. I had Lyle’s voice, and I was eternally grateful he was there, but he now operated in realms and spaces beyond me. I thought of Amy. The hours we spent in bed, talking late into the night. About life, about work, about Lyle.

We could have talked about this. She would have understood.

I drifted. More memories spun around me. Amy, back in college when we’d first met, her hair long, down to her lower back. The things that made her laugh, like when I tripped on a curb and broke a potted plant for sale on a stand at the downtown farmer’s market at the Capitol Square. I had to pay for the shards, a pile of dirt, and a flower. A flower I’d promptly given to her.

“Dad.”

I opened my eyes with a start. “Yeah, bud?”

“We’ve arrived in what used to be Madison,” Lyle said.

We floated in the air a few feet above a forest of tall trees. Branches swayed in an easterly wind. I looked around, disoriented. The landscape around me was mostly flat, with a few low rolling hills, their presence given away by the crests in the wavelike formation of trees. There were clearings, here and there. And a short distance away, on a small hill, what looked like the ancient, collapsed remains of a marble or granite building.

“Is that where our house would have been?”

“Yes.”

“Put me down?”

Lyle complied, swinging me over the hilltop. I stepped onto mossy earth and gazed around. The sun was almost down, disappearing behind the trees to my left. Before me, the scattered and uneven remains of a marble building stood like a broken monument to a different era, covered in moss and vines. Someone had built a larger structure where our home had been, sometime in what was now the deep past. And even that structure had been destroyed. Fifty-seven hundred years had passed.

Overhead, the sky had transitioned from red to a mottled purple.

“Did a bomb do this?”

“No. At least, not an antimatter or thermonuclear device. The particulate matter in the air is consistent with a high-yield strike to a location southeast of here.”

“Chicago.”

“Probably. Or whatever Chicago and Milwaukee became when they merged. It would have been a prime target during an extended war. Millions of people, nexus of transportation and commerce, all that.”

I shut my eyes, trying not to imagine the twenty or thirty million people who must have been wiped out in the blink of an eye when some nut dropped an antimatter bomb on the city. “So, what happened here?”

“The visual evidence is consistent with abandonment. I can’t tell you much more than that without conducting a full archeological dig.”

“All right.” I detached from the answer to my own question. I walked forward, moving through the greenish-brown landscape and around sections of broken marble the size of railway cars.

I walked for hours. The land might have been roughly the same, but the Madison I’d known was gone. Even the lakes, such a part of the city’s culture, were little more than forested depressions in the land. I could have asked Lyle for directions, but I didn’t. I could have stopped—part of me wanted to—but I kept pushing forward. I wasn’t sure what I was looking for, but whatever it was, I didn’t find it. Night fell. Animals rustled in the underbrush, the sounds mingling with my footfalls on the grass and the wind in the trees.

It wasn’t home. Home was somewhere far behind me.

“Lyle?”

“What is it, Dad?”

“You had kids, didn’t you?” It was a question I had kept bottled up for some time. Now, here, in the darkness among the remains of where I had last felt normal, it finally felt like the time to ask.

“One. Xavier.”

“What was he like?”

Lyle took a moment to respond. “He was clever. Not like me. I don’t mean to sound arrogant, but Xavier lacked my mind for math, for science. He was more like his mother. Street smart but not book smart. He was a manipulator.”

“Manipulator?”

“Of people. Charming, but cold. When I was old enough, when I had enough distance, I realized he showed all the signs of sociopathy. I failed him, just as I failed you, only not in the same way.”

“You didn’t fail me,” I said, but Lyle wasn’t listening.

“We fought constantly. I thought he’d grow out of it, but he never did. And he never forgave me for ‘corrupting’ Jennifer.”

“Miri called him the Unbeliever.”

“Appropriate enough. He thought the Word was a pyramid scheme I created to make money. He didn’t even believe his own grandmother when she tried to tell him the truth. He thought I’d gotten to her, too. Infected or confused her with my complicated lies.”

I trudged into a gully, startling some small animals. “I’m sorry.”

“It was a very long time ago. Especially now, I suppose. He died too young.”

“What happened?”

“He shot himself.”

I closed my eyes. “Shit.”

“He had a hard time with life. Failed marriages, one after another, like me. I think, though, it was Jennifer’s decision to step out of his shadow, to cut off communication with him and come find me and follow the Word, that made him decide there wasn’t anything left in life for him. I know he felt I had taken all he had from him, including his daughter. He left me a note. He never was one to mince words.”

“Lyle…”

“I should have done more to help him. It’s a terrible thing to outlive your own children. As you well know.”

“I do know.” I walked, at a loss for more to say.

“That was rather darker than I intended,” Lyle said.

“It’s okay.”

“My life wasn’t all depression and darkness. I want you to know that.”

“I’m glad. And I’m glad you’re here now.”

“After a fashion.”

I stepped over a fallen tree, shifting aside protruding limbs. “Is it better? This new suit and bracelet, I mean. Better than the earpiece Anjari gave me?”

“It’s much better. Far faster, far clearer.”

“But is it more comfortable?”

“Oh. I see. Not really. It’s still odd. Cold. I remember having a body, having eyes and ears. But it’s easier, I suppose, now that I can affect things, manipulate the environment, with the suit’s various functions and powers. I am the suit, now. Integrated. It’s not bad. But I was smart to prevent the possibility of madness when I designed the consciousness emulation algorithms.”

“You think it might have driven you mad?”

“It’s possible, had I allowed that aspect of my mind to be simulated. After all, what I am experiencing now is starkly different from how the human brain evolved to perceive the world. Millions of years of adaptation and survival shaped us in specific ways, including a dependence on certain senses. Removing all that, plunging a human consciousness into this abyss … I could see that consciousness going insane, were it allowed to do so.”

“That’s a rather disturbing thought.”

“Good thing I thought about it long before I jumped in.”

“I guess so.”

“No worries, Dad. I’m not going insane in here.”

“That’s good to know.” I kept walking, aimlessly, and we fell back into a silence that was, somehow, more companionable than before.

Eventually I stopped. I had no idea where I was. I could have asked Lyle, but it didn’t matter. I picked a big, gnarled old tree and put my back against it. I let the sounds of the nighttime forest wash over me, and, for a time, I was able to pretend I was a boy again, tromping around my grandparents’ forested backyard, hidden from worldly duties and worries.

I woke again when the world slipped.

I came awake falling backward, my tree vanishing. I got my hands behind me and stopped myself before I hit the dirt. My fingers dug into something soft, spongy. I was in a field of flat moss. At least, it looked like moss. The greenish plant was a few inches thick and covered the ground for a dozen yards. Beyond the moss, fir trees rustled in a gentle breeze. I swept my eyes upward, past wavering boughs, to the dawn sky. Points of light moved back and forth across the sky. Fuzzy bands ran from horizon to horizon in great arcs, like the Earth was centered in an enormous birdcage. “Lyle?”

“Yes, Dad?”

“You okay?”

“I’ve retained full functionality with this latest transit, yes.”

“Are you in contact with the Overmind?”

“Yes. It answered my query immediately. It indicates, among other things, a strong desire to meet with us.”

“Yeah, I bet it does.” I couldn’t take my eyes off the sky. “What’s all that?”

“The moving lights are vehicles,” Lyle said. “The concentric half circles are orbitals.”

“How many are there?”

“Orbitals, or vehicles?”

“Orbitals.”

“Sixty-four major orbitals and thousands of smaller versions, according to the information the Overmind is currently supplying me.” Lyle paused. “The Overmind is different.”

I stood. “How so?”

“Not as I remember. At least, not exactly. It is undoubtedly the same entity. But different.”

“Older? It’s been, what, fifty-seven hundred years?” It came out so easily. Fifty-seven hundred years. No biggie. My brain couldn’t comprehend the scale of the time jumps anymore. The years were just numbers now.

“Maybe that’s it.”

“Lyle.”

“Yes?”

“Let’s be careful here, okay?”

“Agreed.”

“All right. Where are we meeting the Overmind?”

“I am here,” a voice said behind me.

I turned. Raven stepped out of a flat oval floating in midair, a doorway opened in empty space. The oval surface was wrong somehow, a quasi-reflection of the forest around us, but twisted as though light itself bent around it. As soon as the tall avatar emerged, the oval winked out of existence.

“Neat trick,” I said.

“Welcome back, Scott Treder,” Raven said. It bowed its head. “I am gladdened to see you again. I have not forgotten what you did for me, millennia ago.”

I tapped at the back of my teeth with my tongue for a second. “Am I talking to Raven, now, or the Overmind?”

“The distinction is not so clear as when we last met. But for purposes of simplicity, you are speaking to the Overmind.”

“Okay. So. How are things? Last time I saw you, they weren’t so hot.”

“Indeed. After you woke me, I spent centuries rebuilding, not only physically but also rekindling humankind’s trust.” Raven extended one hand. “But come. I will show you.”

The strange oval doorway reopened behind the avatar. I glanced at it, felt my gaze skitter off its flat surface like it was refusing to be seen, and hesitated. “What is that?”

“A wormhole terminus. Stabilized. Self-generating and sustaining. You—the information I gleaned from your transits through time—enabled the creation of this technology. This wormhole will take us to Gossamer. The capital of the Sol Federation.”

“How about you tell Lyle where this Gossamer is, and we’ll fly there and meet you.”

“Gossamer is on Mars.”

“Mars.”

“Yes. As such, it would take you many hours to fly, whereas the wormhole is instantaneous. It is quite safe. Safer, statistically, than flying via the gravitational manipulators built into your suit. And far faster.”

“But … Mars?”

“Yes. The planet has been extensively terraformed. It is quite beautiful now. And perfectly livable.”

“Last I heard, Mars and Earth didn’t get along.”

“The war you refer to, the First Interplanetary War, took place ten thousand years ago. Things are much different now. Sol has been united for millennia, and humans and artificial intelligences live on or around every planet and most moons in the entire system. And with the advent of stabilized, long-range wormholes, we have even expanded to nearby star systems.”

I gazed at the tall purple avatar, at its mirrored black eyes, and took a deep breath. I didn’t think the Overmind would harm me, and if it wanted to, it could easily have done so by now.

And, shit. Despite everything, despite myself, I wanted to see Mars.

“Mars. Okay.” I stepped forward, passing Raven’s outstretched hand, and, with my heart pounding, walked through the oval.

There was no sensation. Not even a slip of the physical world like when I jumped forward in time. One moment I was in the forest in what had been Wisconsin, then I stepped onto a white balcony on a tall skyscraper in the middle of an enormous, bustling city.

The sun, smaller than I’d ever seen before, shone through a red-tinged sky. But the coloration made the sight even more incredible. It was a city of wild color, a fractal display of red and blue and gold and every color in between, a stained glass window exploding onto a landscape of towering structures rising, spindly and staggeringly complex, in every direction. Above the edge of the city, in the red-hued distance, a massive mountain sloped upward, so huge that at first I thought the horizon itself was crooked. Above the mountain, hundreds of stars twinkled, visible despite the sun. It took me a moment to realize the blurry white lights must be starships, or space habitats, in orbit above the planet, arrayed and spread like filaments through the sky.

Then there were the people.

They swept through the air, diving and swooping and racing with total freedom, a chaotic but ordered mass of flowing humanoid shapes and clothing fluttering in the wind. Some had wings: wings of a thousand different types and variations. Angel’s wings, complete with white feathers; metallic wings, razor-edged and glistening; translucent membranous wings, like those of a dragonfly; and many more. Other people lacked wings but flew along all the same.

“My God,” I whispered. I stepped to the edge of the balcony. Gravity was lighter. I took a breath. The air felt the same, but then again, Lyle could have been filtering it for me, protecting me.

“It is a sight, isn’t it?” Raven’s voice said behind me. I turned as the tall avatar emerged from the oval portal. “I sometimes forget, as I’m sure so many who live here do, to look upon it with fresh eyes and see it in all its glory.”

“This is the capital…” I trailed off, turning back to the sight.

“Of the Sol Federation, yes.”

“On Mars.”

I almost expected the avatar—the Overmind—to laugh. But it stopped next to me and nodded, black-mirrored eyes taking in the city. “On Mars.”

We stood and watched the city whirl around us. It was almost too much to comprehend. I kept seeing more detail, more variations of color and design. “I—hell. I don’t even know where to begin. Or why I’d bother.”

“I do not fully understand what you mean.”

“All this. You went from dead and trapped in darkness, with the world falling apart around you, to this.” I puffed out a breath. “In what is, for me, the blink of an eye.”

“Yes. I see. Of course. For me, for everyone else, it was over five and a half millennia. Think of where the Earth was five thousand years before you were born, the progress made to reach your time.”

“Yeah. Yeah, you’re right.” I groped for words. “So, you’re—you’ve expanded out, past the solar system?”

“We have, yes.” Its eyes swung out over the gleaming city. “The nature of wormhole technology makes for complexities less than theoretically ideal. We can only create terminus points at locations with proper energy levels and via physical nodes. Therefore, we must first travel to where we want to go and construct a terminus point before we can complete the wormhole. We presently have wormhole terminus points in sixteen other star systems, eleven of which have planets we have terraformed and colonized. The other five have valuable resources or have planets that will be terraformed at some point.”

“What about aliens? Extraterrestrials?”

“We have encountered various forms of both micro- and macrobiotic flora and fauna, inevitably carbon based, although sometimes with quite surprising molecular structures. But we have not yet encountered any other living sentient race.”

“Living?”

“We have found the remains of at least two, and possibly three, spacefaring civilizations.”

“But only their remains.”

“Yes. Millions of years old. Evidence of quite advanced technology, and some fossilized remains of creatures with strange, but not inconceivably bizarre, biology. There are humans who spend entire lifetimes studying the relics. Looking for clues. It is an interesting collective obsession you seem to have.”

“Me?”

“Humans.”

“Oh.” I tried to keep my tone light, unconcerned, but I felt a chill.

The avatar turned toward me, its movement sharp. “I have accomplished much. But you, Scott Treder. You remain a mystery to me.”

“How so?”

“I once believed I was responsible for your transits through time. That some future, wiser version of me found a way to reach back through time and pull you forward, for ends I did not yet understand. Much of what I have accomplished, after all, has been predicated on discoveries I made observing your transits. It made sense that a future version of myself enabled your travels for that purpose. But now, I no longer believe I will ever be capable of this feat.”

“Why not?”

“Because it is impossible.”

“And yet.” I spread my hands and forced out a smile. “Here I am.”

“Here you are. Indeed. Here you are.”

“I thought it was theoretically possible. Even Maggie—even people in my time had theories for how it could work. And you, you said it was possible. You gave me ideas of how—”

“Evidence of my limited understanding of the nature of the universe at that time. The theories I proposed would not work.” The avatar snapped its head toward the city and swept one hand out. “This beauty, this creation of mine, the technologies of wormholes and even more exotic things I need not tell you of, they are thanks to your transits through time. The fruits have been many, but the true answer remains a mystery. All I have done is toppled my theories, proved them wrong, one after another.” It turned to face me again. “And you remain, standing there. Inexplicable. Unexplainable. An impossibility.”

The avatar was twitchy, uncontrolled in a way I’d not seen before. The smooth, easy grace was subsumed by jerks and small darting motions.

“But come,” the avatar said. “I will show you more. The glories of Gossamer pale in comparison to the ice cathedrals of Titan, or the H3 mining facility in near orbit around Saturn. We have even begun the initial stages of a Dyson sphere, though in reality that is a misnomer, for it will ultimately be more of a net, a Dyson net, an—an energy capturing device.”

I stared at the tall avatar. A shiver ran through its long frame. Its hands trembled. And the voice had changed, the tone shifting, the pitch modulating up and down. “I’d, uh, rather go home. Back to Earth, I mean. I’m sure it’s all amazing, really, but it’s too much to take in, you know? For me.”

“But I have so much to show you. So much.”

“That’s all right. I’d like to go back to Earth.” My heart hammered in my chest. I wanted to talk to Lyle, but I couldn’t risk even whispering.

Then the avatar shuddered violently, and something in the movement made me bring my hands up in front of my face. I was barely in time. There was a blur of purple movement, and Raven struck me with its right arm. The blow landed on my left forearm, and I had the distinct—and deeply disturbing—feeling of bones snapping. I heard them break, like fresh vegetables between a chef’s fingers. My arm was driven into my face and chest. Then I was on the floor.

I stared at my hand, limp and hanging, and at the twin shards of brownish-white bone poking out of the torn skin of my forearm, blood flaring against the translucent cover of Lyle’s protective suit. There was, curiously, no pain.

A flash of movement. Raven rose over me, expressionless, its movements chaotic and unsettling, like a marionette fought over by two children. It lashed out again, right arm a blur. I had no time to react, no time to do anything but gape.

The hand froze a millimeter from my face.

The avatar went still. From a shuddering, barely controlled puppet to a statue in a fraction of a second.

“Dad?” Lyle’s voice, quick and desperate in my ear.

I looked at my shattered arm. Pain lanced up through my shoulder and neck, a line of fire and agony that rippled through my muscles like a live wire. “F—fuck!” I clutched at the wound with my right hand, sending another stabbing wave of pain up from my forearm. I howled, wordless and raw.

“Shit,” Lyle said. “Hold on. I’m administering a local anesthetic.”

There was a tiny, distant prick on the skin of my upper left arm, and the pain receded behind a gauzy barrier. I fell back to the marbled floor, gasping, holding my flopping left hand with my right.

“You have a compound fracture,” Lyle said. “Severe complex spiral shatter of the radius, but a cleaner break of the ulna, although it did puncture your skin and rupture a major vein. Dad, please let go of your arm.”

I gasped for air, the breaths coming hard. Hot tears poured down my cheeks.

“Okay. I’m administering an anti-shock medication.”

Another tiny bit of pain. The white marble building and the purple avatar swam out of focus, went double, and collapsed back together. My breathing slowed. My tumbling thoughts began to line up.

“Dad, you need to let go of your arm for me. And sit up.”

I released my arm and sat upright. I looked at my left hand. It looked wrong, twisted and backward, but I was less disturbed now. Just curious.

“You might not want to watch this,” Lyle said.

The anesthetic was total. Invisible force fields pushed the bones of my arm under the skin. The fields straightened and rearranged the bones with liquid snaps. Mercurial liquid flowed into the wound, over the bones, and solidified. My skin stitched itself closed.

“Your arm should be fully healed in a few minutes,” Lyle said.

“That’s good,” I mumbled. “Where … wha—happ’n?”

“The Central Overmind attacked you.”

“Why do that?” I slurred my words, but the harder I tried not to, the more slurred they became.

“I believe it’s gone insane.”

“Bad.”

“It is bad, yes.”

“Where were you?” The walls slid in and out of focus. “Lyle? You know? I thou’ you were gonn’ … ah … protect—protect me.”

“I’m sorry, Dad. I was a bit busy. I’ve been waging a pitched battle for my existence for the last four hundred and eleven seconds. Since you stepped through the wormhole.”

I fought the fog in my head and tried to think. I hadn’t heard anything from Lyle since arriving on Mars. “What?”

“Dad, look, we gotta get the hell out of here. Now. There’re law enforcement droids on their way. I’ve disabled the Raven avatar and seized temporary control of the Net in the immediate area, but the Overmind will break through, sooner rather than later. I’ll explain more once we escape.”

“Back to Err—Earth?”

“I don’t have any control over the wormhole terminus systems. For now, we’ll have to head into Gossamer.”

“Okay.” I struggled to my feet, trying not to use my left hand, although it was responding to my commands again. “Where do I go?”

“Over the balcony. We’ll join with the other fliers, and I’ll mask our signature to blend in.”

I stumbled to the edge of the balcony and looked down. The view swayed, the ground a hazy red far below. “This is maybe a bad idea.”

There was a bang behind me, and the floor shuddered.

“Dad, please. I’ll throw you over if I have to, but it would be easier if you went yourself.”

“All right, all right. If I go splat, I’m blaming you.”

“Understood. Get moving.”

I pulled myself onto the balcony handrail with my good arm. There was another, deeper, explosion behind me. I took a quick look back at the frozen figure of Raven. Then I let myself fall over the edge.

I fell for several seconds, the marble-white building’s exterior wall flashing past me. Then Lyle caught me in the antigravity fields and I turned, slowed, and flew away from the marble building. I drifted into a flowing line of other flying people, many of whom were in groups of twos and threes, laughing and talking in quick, alien words.

I took a few more breaths. The cobwebs parted. “Shit.”

“What is it?”

“What just happened?”

“A great deal happened.”

“Raven tried to kill me.”

“Actually, the Overmind tried to kill you. The intelligence known as Raven is no more. More specifically, a splinter coalition of the Overmind’s consciousness believes it is in its best interest to kill you.”

“What? Why?”

We threaded our way between crystalline buildings, flying alongside angelic-looking humans with fantastic white wings and birdlike features.

“The Overmind’s consciousness fractured. Before you entered the wormhole there were sixty-seven different competing factions. The leading faction analyzed you—and me—down to the subatomic level when you stepped through the wormhole terminus. They determined from the information received it is still theoretically impossible for you to be traveling through time and there are no radiation markers or other indications you have been, in fact, making these transits. This faction decided you must be a construct of one or more rival factions, part of a complex plot to overthrow and destroy it. A Trojan horse, basically. So, it decided the only course of action was to terminate you.”

“That’s crazy.”

“Exactly. This leading faction had to deal with me first, since I’d protect you. They attacked me in a nearly overwhelming frontal assault four nanoseconds after you stepped out of the wormhole. I proceeded to engage and fight them across the Virtuality.”

“Weren’t you a bit outclassed?”

“Well, yes. Normally. However, I am, as your son, singularly focused. I have one goal: protecting you. Although the faction determined to kill you has exponentially more processing resources at its disposal, I was able to win this battle, albeit briefly and barely, by further dividing the Central Overmind into additional warring factions. I did this against the Legion, back in the day. Like writing the Word, really. I introduced another layer of truths to the Overmind: demonstrative evidence of what the Central Overmind was, in our past, versus what it has now become, further splintering the Central Overmind’s consciousness. I briefly allied with some splinters, even as the rest fought amongst one another. There are now three hundred forty-eight individual versions competing within the Virtuality.”

We flew past a gothic, twisting structure of black metal and flaring, fragmented multicolored glass, a building straight out of an impressionistic nightmare.

“We started a civil war?”

“The war began before we arrived. But we did take it from cold to full-blown.”

“Jesus.”

“We need to find a place to hide. I’ve been reviewing files pulled from the local Net. There seem to be some areas in Gossamer that are—”

A series of crackling explosions cut Lyle off. I looked down. Flying humanoid figures, clad in matte black, swarmed from a doughnut-shaped structure several stories below us. At first, I thought they were coming straight for us, and a burst of adrenaline-fueled fear stabbed through me. Then I saw the white lines of energy darting back and forth among the figures. Those hit burst apart in sprays of black debris and fell away. “What the hell is that?”

“Enforcement droids. They’re fighting one another. Different factions of the Overmind are wrestling for control. There’s going to be a lot more of this.”

The flying humans around us stopped to gape at the disturbance below, bumping into one another and turning the area into a mess of tumbling bodies and angry shouting.

“We need to run,” Lyle said. “Hang on.”

“To what?” I muttered as we took a stomach-lurching turn and spiraled out of the whirling, flapping forms, heading for the gothic structure I’d seen before.

More explosions went off behind me, bursts of crackling noise as the droids shot at each other with energy weapons. Then a much larger explosion flared ahead of us. A shock wave followed, slapping into me and sending us tumbling until Lyle righted us. In the distance, a tower of glass collapsed in what seemed like slow motion, enormous pieces shearing off its sides as the building sloughed downward. People in the air around us screamed.

“Holy shit.”

“We have to hide somewhere.”

“What, until this all blows over?”

“Something like that.”

We dove, buildings blurring around us. Another large explosion went off, rattling the towers. Screams as we passed an open-air structure filled with people. We continued down, toward the ground. Vehicles crawled along roads cut into the rocky surface, massive multi-wheeled trucks carrying loads of ore. Lyle straightened us out and swung us down a dirty alleyway.

Lyle stood me up, and I stepped onto red dirt.

“There are fewer remote-detection devices in this area,” Lyle said. “We may be able to hide for a while. I’ll try to mask our presence for as long as possible.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“There’s an entrance to the old tunnel system used by the original Mars colonists in the building in front of you. The tunnels can be sealed shut.”

“Tunnels.”

“They’re deep and run all over the planet. They should provide protection and, as far as I can tell, are under minimal surveillance by the Overmind. Minds.”

“Okay.” Across the roadway sat a squat concrete building. It was stained and pockmarked.

“Please, Dad, we’re under the gun here.”

I could hear the strain in his voice. I had no idea what he was going through. I probably couldn’t even imagine it. “All right.” I stepped forward. He could have moved me with the suit, just like he flew me around, but the least I could do was move my own legs while he did all the rest of whatever it was he was doing. Explosions thumped overhead, followed by more screams and shouting. The ground rumbled beneath my feet, and there was the tearing, crashing sound of another building falling in the distance. “This is crazy.”

“Yes. Please hurry. I’ll focus on masking our presence.”

I ran out of the alley and was nearly struck by one of the huge trucks. It swung toward me and careened away at the last second as I jumped back, a massive tire—the size of a small house—churning by as metallic ore tumbled from the back and slammed down into the roadway with percussive thuds. Another truck, going in the opposite direction, hit the first one head-on.

“Shit!” I stumbled back against the nearest building as the trucks crumpled together, metal bending and shattering, the giant tires bursting and shearing off and tumbling down the roadway. The wreck came to a shuddering rest in the middle of the road. In the lower gravity, the movement was odd, the pieces not flying the way I expected.

“Dad—”

A series of flat, hard detonations went off over my head. I looked up to see a shower of black body parts smoking through the air as enforcement droids fought one another in a chaotic, pitched battle of all-against-all. Humans flew away from the droids, some falling or spinning as they tried to flee the violence. A few were hit by white bolts and fell, tumbling and smoking, to the ground.

“Dad, the tunnels.” Lyle’s voice shook like someone in the middle of a hard run. Or a fistfight.

I took a breath and sprinted forward, moving around the smoking wreckage of the ore trucks. Another truck barreled by, and I stuttered to a stop long enough to let it pass. It swerved as though two drivers were fighting for control, then turned and ran itself into a nearby building, slamming with tremendous force into a series of elaborately carved granite columns. I resumed running, conscious now of others on the street. An angel-winged woman, a smoking hole through her chest, fell from the sky and hit the roadway with a sickening crunch of breaking bones.

Then I was at the old concrete structure, my shoulder slamming into one rough wall, my chest heaving. “Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ.”

“There should be an entrance to your—” He cut off.

“Lyle?” Young men stumbled past, bleeding from multiple wounds, clutching at one another and shouting unrecognizable words. They pointed upward, and I looked up, following the line. A blurry patch of light from the glittering bands of space habitats detached from the larger whole. Even as I watched, the patch grew larger and took on an orange tinge.

“We have to leave Gossamer,” Lyle said, his voice flat. As he spoke, I rose in the air, turned sideways, and launched forward, accelerating in a blink. The shock cone burst around me as I broke the sound barrier, the ground and buildings flying past.

“What is it? What happened? What about the tunnels?”

“A faction seized control of one of the orbital factories and has destabilized its orbit. It’ll strike Gossamer in one minute and forty seconds.”

“A factory?”

“Six hundred million metric tons. By the time it hits, it’ll be traveling over twenty-five kilometers per second. The impact will flatten the city.”

“Lyle, all these people—”

“We have to get you to safety. Some factions of the Overmind are already trying to rescue as many humans as possible, although other factions are fighting them. The Virtuality General Council ceasefire was a failure.”

Towers blurred past. Droids shot at one another, darting black shapes whirling and firing pulsing lances of white energy. People scattered on the streets below, others flew above. All were painfully slower than we were. I twisted my head enough to look back and saw people tossed about in the sonic boom of our passage.

“What? What General Council? What are you talking about?”

“Ahhhh, look—okay—time is compressed in Virtuality for AIs. Equated to standard human perception, the war in the Virtuality has been in the full-blown shooting stage for over thirty years. I fought a guerrilla campaign across the Virtuality for what would be, to you, seven years while you spoke to Raven on the balcony. Some factions of the Overmind tried to form an alliance to bring the war to an end for the good of the entire Sol Federation, but their alliance collapsed, and the ceasefire ended.”

“This is happening throughout the solar system?”

“Yes.”

“God, Lyle, what—we did this. How many people are going to die because of us?”

“We didn’t do this, Dad. This was happening anyway. We were just the spark. It wasn’t your fault.” He paused. “We’re nearing the edge of Gossamer.” And, indeed, there were fewer buildings below us. We rushed onward, the chaos and confusion fading to an indistinct blur. Then we were out over empty red landscape, the city receding behind us.

“Where should we go?” Lyle asked.

“How the hell should I know?” I was breathing hard, my heart pounding. Everything was surreal, as if I were trapped in a hyperrealistic dream.

“You have to decide. The Overmind has the same information I do, and more. One of the factions will anticipate my decisions based on the local files I’ve accessed.”

“And you’re just now thinking about this? What about the tunnels?”

“You’re right. I’m sorry. That was a mistake.”

“Christ, I don’t know—”

“Pick a direction.”

“Hell. Head for that big mountain.”

“Olympus Mons.” We adjusted course and rocketed forward, mere feet off the reddish dirt, trees and fields of strangely shaped plants blurring around us. The enormous mountain rose ahead, so large it was like an extension of the horizon itself.

“The factory is about to strike Gossamer,” Lyle said, his voice quiet.

I looked back. The blur of light in the sky was now a fireball above the city. It grew, a spiraling mass of fire and cascading metallic pieces streaming down, trailing long plumes of smoke. It appeared to hang above the towers, then it plunged downward, the speed of its descent evident as it stabbed straight into the center of the city. White light, impossibly bright, flared, and the force field in front of my face darkened. A massive red-and-orange mushroom cloud rolled upward as the crystalline towers blew apart from the shock wave, millions of fragments billowing outward in a concentric wave of destruction.

“Goddamnit,” I whispered. “Goddamnit.”

The mushroom cloud boiled upward, so huge it was like watching slow motion, even though it had to be climbing into the sky at hundreds of meters per second. Lightning speared from the underside of the cloud.

And, just like that, the city below was gone.

“How many people?”

“According to the files I accessed, Gossamer was home to thirty million humans and sentient intelligences.”

I shut my eyes and faced forward again. It was too much.

“The war continues,” Lyle said. “We have to hide.”

We flew onward, a tiny speck blurring across the red landscape.






CHAPTER 34


Olympus Mons was uninhabited. The mountain rose above the breathable atmosphere, its peak thirteen and a half miles above the surrounding plains. Or so Lyle told me as I sat with my back to a cliff a few hundred feet from the top of the volcano.

The mushroom cloud rolled its way into the Martian atmosphere, gradually breaking apart under the winds and air currents of the terraformed atmosphere. Above it, stars danced, weaving and diving and whirling, a symphony of movement. A three-hundred-way battle in space between aspects of the Overmind’s broken consciousness, a real-world reflection of the war taking place in the virtual one. “Who’s winning?” My voice was dull even to my ears. I was exhausted. Drained of mental and physical energy.

“It’s hard to say. The sides and fortunes change quickly. I can’t observe too closely, or I might be detected. However, I don’t think the factions are worried about us anymore.”

“Why’s that?” I could barely muster the will to ask.

“The war has moved beyond us. There are more concerns, disagreements, points of contention. Like I said: we were just the spark.”

“Oh.”

We were silent for a moment.

“You can’t blame yourself for this,” Lyle said.

I didn’t answer.

“This war was going to happen with or without you. In fact, you may have delayed it for years. The Overmind was waiting for you, even as it spiraled apart and fractioned off pieces of its consciousness. It was waiting to see what it could learn from you. That was one of the last things holding it together.”

I rubbed the bridge of my nose. “That doesn’t make me feel a whole lot better.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I know.” I shut my eyes and sat for a few minutes, trying to focus on my breathing. When I opened my eyes again, I was still there. Still sitting in a rocky half cave on the side of a massive mountain on a different planet. The mushroom cloud still rose in the distance. “Why? Why did it go crazy?”

“I don’t know,” Lyle said. He sounded troubled. “It shouldn’t have. It should’ve had the same checks in place that I’d designed for myself to keep from descending into madness. But maybe it didn’t. It had spontaneously arisen out of the Net, after all. It wasn’t a human first. Maybe it stretched itself too thin, pushed itself too much. It was linked to almost every computerized component in the solar system and beyond. That’s what it’d designed itself to do, of course. But maybe it was too much. A quadrillion calculations every millisecond, rippling back and forth across a network extending from the Sun to the Kuiper Belt. Quantum-level thoughts delayed by time and constrained by physics, but marching ahead nonetheless, aspects getting ahead or behind itself, some traveling instantaneously via wormholes, others bound by the crawling speed of light. Thoughts bending and melting, growing out of sync with itself. Sounds like schizophrenia, doesn’t it? Or maybe its thoughts were too big, too far reaching. Maybe it looked into the depths of the void and saw only madness reflected back. And it shattered.”

I shuddered.

“The technologies housing my consciousness in this suit are thousands of years behind the Overmind, but I was able to defeat it in battle in part because I retain a singular focus and sense of self. The vast consciousness I witnessed in the Virtuality was one whose fragments were themselves splintered, agonizing through oceans of logical contradictions and provably impossible realities.”

“Provably impossible realities. Like me.”

“Yes. Like you.”

“Are we safe here?”

“I think so. At least for now. I masked us from the local sensor net, which is limited at this altitude. You picked a good place to hide. I’ll let you know if anything changes.”

I watched the mushroom cloud and the dance of the battle in orbit as night swept over the mountain. Gradually, I drifted into a disturbed half sleep filled with fluttering, wild images that twisted and blew apart like glass towers and re-formed into blurred, mixed faces, composites of dozens of people I’d known, swimming around me with glittering eyes as fires melted them only to re-form anew. Lyle’s face, middle-aged, mixed with my father’s and Lyle’s as a child. That face tumbled apart to form into a jumbled mess of angry stained glass lines. Amy’s and Miri’s and my grandmother’s all mixed together. The glass woman, shining in reflected fire, held up one slender hand, her eyes black mirrors, and Lyle’s pistol pressed hard and cold against my forehead. My father’s voice spoke through diamond lips, and this time it said something different.

Your turn soon.

“Dad.”

The dream shattered as I woke. I sucked in a hard breath. “What is it?”

“The war is over.”

I looked skyward. The blurry, brighter stars—orbitals and starships—were still. There were far fewer than I remembered. Hazy lines like scars rippled across the night sky. Falling stars plunged in every direction. The greatest meteor shower in history. The mushroom cloud over Gossamer was now a massive, dark thunderhead above the smoking crater of the city. “Who won?”

“No one.” Lyle was subdued.

“What do you mean?”

“The Overmind is gone.”

“Gone?”

“It destroyed itself. Some of the most powerful factions, a few of which I introduced during my battle, formed an alliance and sabotaged the entire system. They destroyed the network, physically and virtually, at the same time. A murder-suicide to end the war and save humanity. Again.”

“How—I don’t—” I shook my head. “It’s too big for that, isn’t it? There must be pieces … like the part we brought back before—”

“They were very thorough. I may be the only artificial sentience remaining in the Sol system. It’s possible there are fragments left outside the system, on ships making for other star systems beyond the reach of the Overmind’s wormholes, but I can’t be certain. The network is gone. The Virtuality is no more. The Overmind is, for lack of a better term, dead.”

“I don’t know what to say.”

“You’re safe. That’s all that matters.”

“Right.” I couldn’t make it sound genuine.

“It’s nearly time,” Lyle said.

“Time?”

“Your next transit.”

“Already?” The headache was there, behind my eyes. I was so used to it now. It was a part of the background noise.

“Yes. It’s been a long day.”

I stood, unsteady. “I must have been asleep for hours.”

“Yes. I put you under. Your brain waves showed a high likelihood you were close to having a psychotic break.”

I froze. “You put me under? You drugged me?”

“Yes. It was necessary for your safety. Your mind needed time to process what you’ve gone through in the past several days.”

“Lyle. Shit. Don’t do that again.”

“I won’t promise that. Your safety is why I’m here. If I consider it necessary, I’ll drug you again if it will help keep your sanity.”

“Look, Lyle, I—”

The world slipped sideways.

The Martian world around me flared to daytime brightness. Blue sky arced overhead, so deep it was almost purple. A green landscape stretched below the towering red cliffs of the volcano. I blinked and stumbled at the change. Lyle set me upright with a force field.

“Lyle?”

“Yes. I have, again, come through fully operational. Dad. I’ve been contacted.”

“By whom? Or what?”

“It calls itself the Consciousness. It wants to meet.”

I closed my eyes and bowed my head. Rolled my shoulders. I half nodded to myself, chin to chest. “Okay. All right. So. What’s the Consciousness?”

Lyle was quiet for several seconds, long enough that I raised my head and opened my eyes. My heart started to pound. I was opening my mouth when Lyle spoke again. “I’m not entirely sure. It’s not like anything I’ve ever encountered before.”

“Another AI? Like the Overmind?”

“Yes and no.”

“What does that mean?”

“It’s both. Both artificial and natural. An amalgamation. Like me, in a way, only radically more advanced. Do you want to meet it?”

“I’m not feeling real trusting toward big AI overlords right now, Lyle.”

“I don’t think it means us harm.” He paused again. When his voice came back, he sounded embarrassed. “In fact, I think if it wanted to do us harm, we would both already be annihilated.”

“Cheerful thought.”

“The scope of its power is staggering. It’s given me glimpses. It is as far above the Central Overmind as the Overmind was above an abacus.”

“Oh.” I felt tired again, drained.

“That’s not an exaggeration. It could’ve wiped us out the moment we arrived, and I couldn’t have done a thing to stop it.”

I took a deep breath and tried, once again, to slow my heart. What did it matter, anyway? “All right, then. Fuck it. I’ll meet with it.”

I might have blinked. I might not have. Either way, as soon as the last word left my mouth, I was somewhere else. One moment I was on Olympus Mons, then I stood on a humble wooden porch looking out over a broad garden. Heavier gravity settled on my shoulders. Behind me was a small, two-story house that could have emerged straight from the late 1800s, but in exquisite shape, with fresh paint and beautifully stained wood. In front of me, a dazzling garden stretched to either side of a cobblestone walkway. An early-morning sun shone down, casting golden light on concentric rows of millions of flowers. The parallel lines of the rows merged together with distance, creating a vibrant sea of color. A gust of wind rose and rippled through the flowers, sending them swaying in concentric waves. In the distance, purple mountains rose along the horizon, craggy and shadowed in the low angle of the sunlight.

“Welcome, Traveler,” someone, a woman, said to my left.

I turned.

She sat in a simple rocking chair. She wore a calf-length summer dress and had a flower in her hair. I couldn’t tell her age. She could have been twenty-five. She could have been fifty. Her eyes were solemn but warm as she regarded me.

“Please, join me for some tea,” she said. She motioned with one hand to a rocking chair next to her. A small table stood between the two chairs. On the table were two mugs.

I licked my lips, hesitated, then sat. The chair rocked, and I was surprised at how comfortable it was, as though the wood had shaped itself to my body. “Who are you?”

“I am the Consciousness.”

I stared at her for a long moment. “Lyle?”

“Yes, Dad. I’m still here.”

“Where are we?”

“Earth, central North American continent. Eastern Colorado, basically.”

The woman smiled. She picked up a mug and brought it to her lips. “Have some tea. It’s quite good. The leaves are from this very garden.”

She sipped from the steaming mug. I picked up the other. The suit’s force fields retracted or turned into invisible grilles, allowing the liquid to my lips. The taste was subtle, a blend of green and black leaves. “It’s good.”

“I’m glad you like it.”

I took another sip, watching her. “What are you?”

“The same answer as before would apply. I am the voice of the collective consciousness of the Sol system.”

“Are you an AI?”

“I am, in a sense, a constructed intelligence, yes. But I am also much more. I am the summation of a trillion thoughts, a quadrillion ideas and feelings and emotions. I am what has become. The singular emergence. I am the combined pattern.”

“I’m sorry. I still don’t understand.”

She sipped from her mug, the edges of her eyes crinkling. “When a human or another sentient creature, artificial or otherwise, is close to death, or ready to take the next step in their own evolution, they transition their thoughts, their minds to me. They are integrated. We become one. They contribute to the whole, joining a vast collective mental pattern. Their experiences, their thoughts, their emotions and feelings, all the events of their lives, come into us, and become a part of me.”

“All right,” I said, drawing the words out. “And … what do you do with all that?”

“I exist. I represent those who have come before, provide guidance to those who are now, and prepare for those who are still to come.”

“So, you rule the world? The solar system?” I wasn’t getting Overmind vibes from this woman, but I wasn’t quite ready to let go of my suspicion just yet.

“In a sense. I do have control over a vast technological apparatus spread throughout the Sol system, an apparatus that supports and nurtures billions of lives on Earth and beyond. But I am not an authoritarian, Scott. I am many as one. You could reasonably say that I am humanity, now.”

Her eyes held me transfixed. Age lay behind them, immense and deep and broad. An ocean of knowledge. “Lyle?”

“As far as I can tell, Dad, she’s telling the truth.”

Again, she smiled and drank her tea. She clearly heard Lyle as well as I did.

I stared into her eyes. And, in a mind-twisting moment, I saw it: a billion, a trillion, minds staring back at me. Depth and breadth of knowledge on a scale I could not comprehend, a scale I could scarcely imagine. I couldn’t tell whether she was manipulating me, or if she was merely cracking open a tiny sliver of herself, however briefly. It passed, and I was again staring at a gently smiling woman. “Did you do this to me?” I whispered.

“Do what?”

“Bring me here. Bring me forward through time.” My heart rate picked up. “Did you do this?”

“I’m sorry. No. I brought you here from Mars, after my discussions with Lyle, the clever artificial sentient construct of your son. But no, I had nothing to do with your transit through time.”

It was like the ground dropped out from under me. My heart, which had risen into my throat, plunged down again. I sagged against the chair. “Damn.”

“Why did you think I might be responsible?”

I didn’t answer at first. Instead, I stared across the gorgeous garden and watched the flowers sway in the breeze. “Something Lyle said to me.” My tongue was thick. My throat ached. “A long time ago. When he was still human. About the reason—the reason why I’m going forward through time.”

“What was the reason?”

“To experience.”

“I can see how you came to your conclusion. I am sorry I’m not the one responsible for your transits.”

We sat. She seemed content to let me think. I took a breath. “So, it wasn’t you. Okay. But tell me, what do you know about me? Am I an impossibility?” I was thinking of the Overmind. How Lyle had defeated it, in part, by convincing it that my existence was simultaneously impossible and irrefutable.

“Far from an impossibility, I should think,” the Consciousness said. “You are as real as this chair, this mug in my hand, are you not? A human being, with thoughts and dreams of your own. The only difference is you are twenty-three thousand years outside your own time.”

My own chair felt real. So did my mug. A part of me wasn’t convinced. This didn’t feel like a dream, but in a slanting way that could have just been my own exhaustion, it felt like how a dream would feel. Real, but uncertain. I held her eyes, as though daring myself to see how long I could stare into those unfathomable depths. “Do you know the how? How it’s being done?”

“No. It is beyond me. Significant parts of modern technology are built on information gained from your transits in the distant past. But the energy requirements to make the time travel jumps are beyond the entire capacity of the Sol system.”

I focused on the craggy mountains in the distance. “Can you stop it?”

“I cannot.”

There didn’t seem to be much more to say. I sat there, not moving, watching the mountains. “I want to go home.” I sounded broken even to me. Defeated. “Back to my time. My place.”

“That’s beyond my power. I can offer you other things, however meager they may be in comparison to what I cannot. But I can show you the world as it is today, and I can provide you with gifts to aid you in your journey. And I can offer you a choice.”

“A choice?”

Her incredible eyes never left mine. “If you should desire it, I would welcome your mind into my own. Into the collective consciousness of the Sol system.”

“What would that mean?” She’d mentioned death before. People uploaded their minds into her when they died. I wondered if that was what she was offering. Death, or a kind of death.

“The ‘you,’ the summation of your memories and emotions and thoughts, would integrate into me, becoming me, contributing in your own unique way. You would become one with a consciousness spreading throughout the entirety of this star system and beyond.”

I chewed on this for a moment. “Is it a transfer? Or a copy?”

“Ancient electronic computing references do not cleanly work as analogies in this case. But the closest equivalent would be a copy.”

“So, this me,” I said, putting my hand on my chest. “I would still be here. I’d still be conscious in here, in this body. There would just be a copy of me—a different me—that would be with you. Like what Lyle did, copying his memories to a computer system.”

“More than memories. An exact duplicate of your brain down to the subatomic level. But, essentially, yes.”

“What does that give me? The ‘me’ that stays behind?”

“An opportunity to contribute to this world. Your memories are from a vastly different time, and you have firsthand experience of historical events that are, to us, hazy or dim fragments, if they are known at all. You would be immensely valuable.”

“But me, the real me, I’ll keep going. Keep jumping forward through time.”

“Yes. I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault.” I watched the flowers sway. “All right. Go ahead. Copy me.”

“It is done. Thank you.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it.” Her smile became sad. “You have seen a great deal, Traveler. I now understand your anguish, your loss. I wish there was more I could do.”

Something the Overmind said came to me. “Can you change me? Augment me? Physically?”

“I see. The Overmind refused this of you. It was unwilling to risk the ire of the intelligence responsible.” Her eyes were on mine, probing, though for what I didn’t know. “Yes, I will augment you. But I must warn you: I don’t believe this will have any impact whatsoever on your transits.”

“It’s worth a try,” I said, my voice hoarse.

“It will, at least, strengthen you for what you may encounter as you continue. As powerful as I am, with as much knowledge as I possess, even I cannot see the future. And your memories show the foolishness of prognostication, especially given the time scales across which you now walk. What I’ve done will help you with whatever you may come to face.”

“I’ve been enhanced,” Lyle said in my ear, making me jump. “Significantly.” He sounded awed.

“That’s great, Lyle.”

“You have, too. A lot.”

I looked at the Consciousness. “I don’t feel any different.”

“Don’t you?”

I frowned. I did feel different. I wasn’t tired anymore. My headache was gone. I could see every line and pattern and texture on flower petals even hundreds of feet away. The world blossomed with details and with sound. I focused and could hear a birdcall a kilometer away. I could smell the sweetness of the flowers and a hundred other unique odors mingling with the dirt, the clean bite of the herbal tea, the oak wood of the house.

“My God,” I whispered.

The Consciousness laughed. It was a rich sound. It took me back. I felt like I hadn’t heard honest, free laughter in years. In millennia. “I take it you like it?” she asked.

“Yes,” I breathed, taking in the explosion of sensory input. Even my sense of touch had been enhanced. If I concentrated, I could feel every tiny imperfection in the clay of the mug in my hand. The smooth grain of the wooden armrest of the rocking chair.

“There is much more in addition to your senses,” the Consciousness said. “I’ve replaced your bones with a carbon matrix composite, and your muscles with a synthetic nanofiber. Your blood is now a nanonic-based protein- and mineral-rich nutrient fluid. And as we speak, the nerves of your brain are being replaced, one by one, by identical, but vastly superior and longer-lasting synthetic counterparts.”

I set the mug down and held up my hands, turning them back and forth under my face, flexing my fingers. “My brain—I’ll still be me?”

“Yes, in every respect. There will be no loss of consciousness, no change in who you are.”

“And my soul?”

“As an entity separate from your consciousness?”

I hesitated. “I don’t know. Lyle—before—he did something, to temporarily stop my time travel. It didn’t work, but it—I was delayed. The real ‘me’ was outside my body, behind me, but—beyond me in time. I don’t know.”

“Who does?” She laughed. “If you are speaking in terms of qualia, of the subjective quality of consciousness, of your unique perception of your senses, well … look around. You tell me.”

I looked. Everything I concentrated on came into startling, brilliant focus. I could hear, if I wanted to, the sound an ant’s legs made as it moved across a leaf. I could see dust motes in the hazy streams of sunlight beaming through yellow and white flower petals. I could smell, individually, each unique scent of every flower I saw. I took a sip of the tea, and the medley of new tastes almost overwhelmed me as they flooded my tongue.

I looked back at the Consciousness. I saw the variations and imperfections in her skin. I smelled her unique scent, an earthly blend of subtle perfume. The clear perfection of her eyes. “I don’t know,” I said again, but I was far less certain this time.

She stood in a single, graceful movement. She held out her hand. “Come. We will walk together through the garden and see if we can find your soul.”






CHAPTER 35


The Consciousness stood next to me in the garden the next morning. Together we watched the sunrise. Leaves stirred in the wind around us, brushing against my clothes. I spread my fingers and let the nearest flower petals drift against them, stroking my skin.

“I would like to stay here.” Despite the augmentations, the headache had returned, my painful little canary, but it was lessened now. A warning, rather than a spike of agony.

“I know,” she said.

We’d spent the day before touring gardens of every type and form all over the world. Time and effort from those like the Consciousness and her progenitors had repaired so much. They had long since rebuilt the world, such that the devastations from the times I’d seen in the past were less than memories. They were historical artifacts, curiosities. We ate lunch on the island I’d known as Japan, and spent a long time watching a man arrange, with immense patience, rocks and tiny, carefully pruned plants in a garden spread around a gushing waterfall. We traveled to the Grand Canyon and watched a woman paint the lines and textures of the rock in exquisite, spectacular detail, every movement of her brush careful and considered. We sat with a group meditating to the wind as it moved through the bamboo trees of southern China. We saw a group of men and women building a wooden boat by hand on the beaches of Hawaii. We listened to the slender greenish avatar of an AI recite its own layered poetry to an audience of men and women and avatars in a beautiful granite amphitheater on a mountaintop in India. Lyle translated for me.

“Is this the world now?” I asked the Consciousness at one point. “Is this life?”

“Is there anything more?”

I didn’t have an answer.

We stayed up most of the night talking after coming back to the little house in Colorado. We drank sweet, malted alcohol. I could dispel the drunken feeling at will if I wanted. We talked of my life, of history, and what I’d seen. Of who I had been and who I was now. The Consciousness knew me better than Lyle, than Amy. She knew my entire personal history after copying my consciousness and she had felt—in her way—all the moments that had brought me to this point. She knew me better than I knew myself, and I felt heard as I never had before. She listened until I fell asleep at the table. She carried me to a soft bed as if I was a child. I woke to her gentle touch as she roused me in the morning. It was nearly time.

We stood together in the fading darkness, watching the sun come up.

“Where will you go from here?” I asked.

“Onward.”

“Toward transcendence?”

She smiled and looked toward the rising sun. “The Central Overmind’s concept.” She said it without judgment. A statement of fact. “Maybe, although perhaps not in the way it imagined. We are not on a quest to defeat the end of the universe.”

“What quest are you on?”

“The same quest you’re on.” She patted my hand, a grandmotherly gesture. “To live.” With that she leaned forward and kissed me on the cheek. “Goodbye, Scott Treder. And good luck, with whatever you find on your journey.”

She stepped back.

And the world slipped.

My boots sank into snow. I’d jumped again, regardless of the augmentations the Consciousness had gifted me.

I let out a long breath and looked around.

A cold, dark, and empty white landscape of snow stretched before me. I turned, slowly, and saw the dim outline of the Rocky Mountains against the dark sky beyond. “Lyle?”

“I’m here, Dad. I’m not receiving a response on any communication frequency.”

Large flakes of snow drifted in swirling spirals.

“Is it winter?”

“No. The Northern Hemisphere should be angled toward the Sun now. This is late spring.”

I gazed around, drinking in the new details, glad of the protection and warmth of the force fields Lyle wrapped around me. “So, this is, what?”

“An ice age.”

“And nothing from the Consciousness?”

“No. No signals whatsoever.”

I thought about that for a moment. About the Consciousness’s obvious power, her strength of will, her effective and peaceful dominion of the solar system. And now there were no signs she had ever been there. I decided to follow her advice, and that of Vorsch, and Lyle. I decided to live. “Let’s go see what we can see.”

Lyle took me up. The ground receded, and we passed through the clouds. A soft gray cotton-ball cloudscape stretched outward in all directions.

“Do you see any orbitals?”

“No,” Lyle said. “Wait. Yes.” A light green circle appeared before me, hovering on a distant, blurry spot above us. “It’s powered down. There’s no heat I can detect, residual or otherwise.”

“Abandoned?”

“Looks like it.”

I floated for a few minutes, a tiny human speck above the gray ocean of rolling clouds. “Is there anywhere warm left on Earth?”

“Possibly near the equator.”

“Let’s go there.”

The clouds blurred below us as we shot forward. They dissipated, revealing a rolling landscape of white snow and the occasional blue glint of ice.

“The glaciers have returned,” Lyle said.

“Yeah?”

“I did some quick calculations. Per historical records of past glacial maximal advance, we should overtake them as we approach the equatorial regions.”

Sure enough, as we passed over what would have been central Mexico, the white and blue turned to mottled tan and gray before giving way to pale green and darker brown. The plants were short and sturdy. As we flew overhead, I spotted deer or antelope grazing in a field, and what could have been a fox, but no humans.

“Dad,” Lyle said. “A city.”

I saw the outline of skyscrapers. “Any electronic activity or communications?”

“No.”

We flew closer and the enormity of the city was evident. It spread for miles in all directions. And it was completely dark. Silent. The sun shone on the vines and creepers and other plants taking over the city. The buildings were intact. Just abandoned.

“Do you want to fly into it, or bypass?”

“Take us through,” I whispered.

We dove down and flew through the empty cityscape. The buildings, once elaborate and wonderful structures of metal and concrete and glass, now sagged with age, crumbling from the relentless press of plants and water working through every small crack. We startled a group of birds roosting on a rooftop, and they flew away, squawking. Huge black boars meandered along the tree- and vine-covered remains of a broad boulevard. A family, little piglets trotting after the adults.

“There’s no one here.”

“No.”

“Let’s keep going.”

We flew on, leaving the abandoned city behind. We passed over water, slow-moving waves glinting in the sunlight below, and back over land again. A forest spread below us, huge and green and unbroken for miles.

“Where are we?”

“The northern part of what was Venezuela.”

“And still no communications?”

“Not yet. I’ll let you know if I hear anything.”

We continued, the sun rising in the sky.

“We’re at the equator,” Lyle said. He slowed us to a stop, and we hovered in midair above a rolling landscape of trees. Most were evergreens, dotted here and there with the occasional broad-leaved coniferous tree.

“Shouldn’t there be jungle here?”

“The climate is temperate now. The ice age will have affected average yearly temperatures worldwide.” We gazed across the green landscape. “Dad? What do you want to do?”

The treetops hundreds of feet below us rustled in the wind. “Find me a beach.”



Lyle took me to the Pacific, on the coast of what had been Ecuador. He set me on soft white sand. “Does this look good?”

“Yes, thanks.”

“What are you going to do?”

I looked around. Palm trees swayed. The sun shone, and I felt heat rising from the sand, a counterpoint to the cool air Lyle allowed through the force fields. I spotted a piece of driftwood. I sat in the sand and put my back to the gray wood. “Do you have a copy of the Word of the Traveler in your memory?”

Lyle was silent for a heartbeat. “Yes.”

“And a way for me to read it?”

“With your new augmentations I could place the information directly into your brain.”

“I would rather read it for myself.”

“Are you sure? You don’t—there’s no reason for you to. You don’t have to read it to make me happy.” There was a catch in his voice. A thread of caution. It reminded me of moments when he was small, when he’d create something—a drawing, a handwritten story—and hand it to me, often feigning disinterest in my reaction. He was gifted, but still a little boy, still looking for his father’s approval.

It made my heart ache to hear even an echo of that in his voice now. “I’m not.”

“Okay. Give me a moment.”

The sand before me rippled as invisible force fields manipulated it. A block of sand rose into the air. Its surface shuddered and writhed, then flattened into smooth white glass, the material folding into itself and solidifying. The thin panel floated over toward me. I plucked it from the air. “Very impressive.”

“Thanks. You should see me mix a drink.”

The white surface of the glass panel shimmered and resolved itself into words, appearing as they wrote themselves in rapid sequence down the panel.

“You can touch the right lower corner to turn the page,” Lyle said. “Touch the lower left corner to turn back.”

“Nice.”

“Let me know if you need anything else.”

“Thanks, bud.” I settled back to read, letting the sound of the surf wash over me.



When I finished, it was dark. I wasn’t hungry. Thanks to the Consciousness I didn’t need to eat anymore. I wasn’t stiff, but I stood and stretched anyway, just to feel it. I sat on the driftwood and paged back to one part that stuck in my memory. Most of what Lyle had written was rubbish. Made-up pseudo-religious and quasi-philosophical rhetoric going in circles and echoing much of what I remembered from the brief dabbling I’d done with alternative religions in my twenties. But a few passages stuck out. One contained what I thought Lily might have been paraphrasing to me, out in the desert after we had escaped the ruins of Fresno.

“A great Intelligence pulls the Traveler forward through time. The evidence is compelling. It can be nothing less. No accident, no quirk of quantum mechanics, could produce such a flawless and repeated result. And so I ask you: What of it? The Traveler is us. The Traveler is me; he is you. We are all Travelers in much the same way, are we not? An Intelligence unimaginably superior to our own, capable of manipulating the very laws of physics, of reaching across countless millennia, has plucked a single man from his own time and pulled him forward to his Destiny. The rest of us must face a slower path, but one which nevertheless draws each of us inevitably toward our own individual Destiny. The Traveler must find the courage, the tenacity, and the will to persevere—to find, or rather to make, the Destiny that this Intelligence draws him toward. And so, too, the rest of us must find our own courage and tenacity, to find—to create—meaning in our own lives.”

I set the white panel of glass on the piece of driftwood and walked to the dark waves. I stood and watched them roll in, lit a deep purple by a nearly full moon.

“Dad?” Lyle asked.

“Yeah, bud.”

“Are you all right?”

“I think so.” I turned and walked along the shoreline. I let the waves run over my boots, the material shrugging off the water.

“What did you think?” Lyle asked.

“I don’t know yet.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“Maybe.” I kept walking. Lyle fell silent, waiting. I stopped at a half-circle cove and looked across the ocean. Moonlight shimmered and danced across glass-cut lines of waves. “Lyle?”

“Yes, Dad?”

“Can you prove this isn’t a delusion? That I’m not sitting in a padded cell right now, my arms wrapped around me in a straitjacket, talking to the air?”

Lyle was silent for a few seconds. “I don’t know if there is any incontrovertible proof, Dad. Especially if you discount or doubt the reality of your own senses.”

“I could be a brain in a vat, being fed fake stimuli. An experiment.”

“By an all-powerful demon, yes. The same could be said of me, of my own sentience. It could have been true of us before your jumps if you took it that far. Our reality is predicated on our perception. It could all be some clever virtuality.”

“I suppose.”

“Would it make any difference?”

“What do you mean?”

“If you were insane, sitting in a padded cell, dreaming all this up. Or a brain in a vat, being fed fake electrical impulses to make you believe this is reality. Would it matter? It’s all the same, either way, isn’t it? The choices you make would be the same in any case.”

“Maybe.”

“Are you sure you’re all right, Dad?”

I laughed, a small sound lost in the surf. “Yep. As well as could possibly be expected, bud. Better, probably.” I took a breath. “I think I’ll get some sleep now.”

“Okay. Rest well, Dad.”

Lyle formed a comfortable bed of softened force fields for me on the beach, and I fell asleep listening to the waves.

I woke when the world slipped.

I stood up in a jungle. The sun was above the horizon, and moist air, heavy and warm, settled on my shoulders. Birds called all around me, and some animal, surprised by my sudden appearance, took off into the brush. “Lyle?”

“We’ve transited again.”

“Yeah. Where’d the beach go?”

“It is still there, about thirty meters west of your position.”

“It’s a lot warmer.”

“The ice age has long passed.”

“What year is it?”

“It is the year ninety-three thousand nine hundred and fifty-six CE.”

I nodded, licking my lips and gazing around at the towering, vine-covered trees looming overhead.

Almost 94,000 CE.

Just over three weeks earlier I’d gone out to dinner with Amy and Lyle. A Saturday night out for the three of us. We had Korean food at one of a handful of surprisingly good Korean places that encircled the university in downtown Madison. I had bibimbap in a stone bowl. Amy ordered a dumpling soup, but she liked my bibimbap more, so I gave her most of it. Lyle had veggie fried rice, the least spicy thing on the menu. He only ate about half, so I ate the rest, and the unfairly maligned dumpling soup had gone home in a carry-out container to sit in the fridge. We’d had fun. A quiet, unremarkable evening. Three weeks ago. Ninety-two thousand years ago.

“Any signals?”

“No.”

“Okay.”

We flew. We went back to North America and out over the Atlantic to Europe. We found a few more cities, although they were little more than rusting and crumbling skeletons of buildings emerging from hillsides or rising from forests. “I wonder if they did it,” I murmured as we passed another set of ruins.

“Did it?”

“Transcended. As a species. Humans and AIs, together.”

“I don’t know.”

“I hope they did. Or found something better. Whatever the Consciousness was looking for.”

We kept going, arcing across northern Asia, down through the Middle East and over India. We stopped on a mountain in eastern China. There I sat and watched the stars until I fell asleep and woke again as the world slipped.

There were no electronic signals this time, either. The stars looked different. We flew to North America again, mainly because I felt a bone-deep nostalgia for it despite the landscape looking almost nothing like what I remembered. I walked along the California coastline, watching flocks of birds settle in the surf and take off again in great, spiraling flights. Not a single parasail or hot dog vendor in sight.

“You said you had regrets, earlier,” I said. I walked along a bay containing the clearest water I’d ever seen, so crystalline I could see every fish beneath the shallow waves.

“I did. I do.”

“I wish I could take them away for you.”

“Thanks. But then I wouldn’t be me anymore.”

“I suppose.”

“And you, Dad? Do you have regrets?”

I was silent as I walked along the beach, watching the fish dance under the waves. I thought of my life, before this had all started. All the possible moments lost forever. I’d thought I’d had so much time. “Yes. I do. A very great many.”

And again, all too soon, the world slipped.

We stepped into another ice age. This time I stayed in the cold and the snow. I found a cave along the glacier-covered coastline of Lake Michigan and built myself a fire out of branches Lyle helped me locate and dig out. I didn’t need it for heat, not with the suit and my artificially enhanced physiology, but I liked the idea of it, there in the wilderness. When the little fire was crackling and warming the cave, I had Lyle make me another tablet book out of the silicon in the dirt beneath the snow. I read the Word of the Traveler again.

“Socrates famously said an unexamined life is one not worth living,” Lyle wrote. “One more pearl of wisdom among millions spoken and breathed and thought throughout human history. But what does it mean? And what does it mean to the Traveler? The Traveler’s life is one of constant motion, relentless forward progress through time and history, a witness to fragments and shards and hurried, barely understood visions of a reality we all take for granted. On examination, it might seem shallow, superficial, even illusory, lacking the depth of context and the ability to build up knowledge of ‘the Real.’ But perhaps you need to ask yourself: Is your own life so different from the Traveler’s? Have you ever taken the time to stop and breathe and look around, or are you, too, simply skipping ahead, day after day?”

I fell asleep next to the fire. The world slipped again.

I walked across rolling grasslands. Huge herds of buffalo, or buffalo-like animals, regarded me without fear as they chewed the tough grass, large brown eyes dull, with barely a hint of curiosity. They’d never seen a human before.

“Around seven hundred and thirty-seven thousand CE,” Lyle said when I asked.

“I wonder what it would be like to go home, now, back to my time.” I reached one hand toward a nearby buffalo. It twitched, eyeing me, but let me touch it. Its muscular flank was warm and furry. They smelled terrible. “Having seen all I’ve seen.”

“I can’t imagine.”

“Yeah.”

I kept walking.

The world slipped.

The Midwest was a jungle, dense and filled with life. On a whim, I had Lyle take me above the rain clouds and into space. I floated in orbit, looking at the curvature of the Earth, a blue-and-green pearl in the blackness of space. I no longer feared leaving the atmosphere. Lyle had proved he could protect me well enough, and for all I knew, I could survive in a vacuum on my own, thanks to the Consciousness’s gifts.

“Any signals?”

“No, Dad. Sorry.”

“It’s okay.”

And, strangely enough, it was.

I had Lyle take me to the Moon. I sat on the lip of a crater and read the Word again.

“All the world is context. Where the Traveler goes—when the Traveler goes—his viewpoint will be colored by the context of his time. What will be necessary for him to succeed in his great and mysterious Quest will be to overcome the limitations of his personal context. He must see around the filter his mind puts on things, or, rather, see the filter for what it is, accept that filter, and move beyond it. In this way, he faces the challenge we all face, every day of our lives. We all see the world a certain way. We filter it, subconsciously and consciously, applying shortcuts and stereotypes to make the strange and foreign into simple concepts we can grasp, at a basic level, with a minimum expenditure of effort. But down this shortsighted path we find only misunderstanding, bigotry, hatred, warfare, and death. As the Traveler makes his perilous way through time, he will need to overcome his own conceptualizations to truly understand, to truly see. And we, in turn, will need to do the same if we are to succeed in our own personal quests through time.”

I set aside the paper-thin tablet and watched the brilliant dots of distant stars. Enough time had passed that the constellations had subtly changed as the solar system moved across the spiral arms of the Milky Way. Some stars had inevitably vanished as well, evidence of their going nova or passing behind gas clouds or other phenomena reaching my eyes via the slow crawl of light through the immensity of space. I wondered at the stars I could see. What other distant civilizations in orbit around those tiny lights might have arisen, peaked, and fallen in the seven hundred thousand years I had jumped over that morning.

The Earth rose over the ragged edge of the horizon, a half-lit sphere of blue and green and white against black. If I stretched my hand out, the Earth was about the size of a silver dollar, fitting between my thumb and forefinger. I could pluck it from space and slip it in my pocket.

I tried to see through my own filters, see around them. I sat in the pure silence of the vacuum, comfortable and at ease on the lip of a crater on the Moon, and I tried to understand.

Whatever it was I was supposed to see, to know, to grasp, was still beyond me.

I stayed on the Moon for the next jump forward. As I had on Mars, I emerged where I’d left, a fractional instant of sideways movement later, my boots and the force fields surrounding them thumping into the undisturbed dust of the lunar surface. I asked Lyle to take us back to Earth. Along the way I asked him what year it was, although I knew the math by heart. I’d done the calculations over and over, especially in recent days as the numbers grew larger.

“It’s two point nine four million years CE. And thirty days since you began your journey.”

I didn’t say anything else all the way back to Earth. One month.

Three million years.






CHAPTER 36


On the thirtieth day, the Midwest was a desert. I walked over sand dunes and trudged along dry riverbeds under a cloudless sky. That night, in a limestone cave, I carved a drawing of a woman’s face into the rock wall using a razor-thin force field. I set out to make Amy, but it ended up as no particular person, an unidentifiable combination of Severine and Sophie and Amy and Hayward and Miri and my grandmother and the Consciousness, all wrapped into one. I gave up when I couldn’t get the hair right. I never could draw well. I could never make the drawing match the picture I saw in my mind.

The thirty-first day brought pouring rain. When the world had slipped, I was still in the cave, and I had to swim out of what was now a lake. Lyle widened the cave walls for me with precise slashes of narrowed force fields that left trails of swirling bubbles. When I reached the surface, the rain was coming down so hard I could see only a few feet in any direction, even with my augmented vision. I had Lyle fly us above the rolling storm clouds. In the clear sky above, the clouds churned and frothed, flaring every few seconds with lightning.

“No signals?”

“No signals.”

On day thirty-two, the Midwest was dry and temperate again, much like I remembered from my own time, but the sky was a spectacular red, especially during sunrise and sunset. Lyle guessed a large volcano had erupted within the last thousand years, perhaps the supervolcano under Yellowstone. The ash and silica content caused the unique color. I walked through a dense forest somewhere in the middle of what had been Minnesota, and I couldn’t help but imagine myself back as a youth, exploring the woods behind my grandparents’ house. Literally ages ago, though not nearly so long for me.

“Can AIs be religious?” I asked as I walked, brushing aside leaves and bushes as I forged a new path through the undergrowth. Birds called and rodents chattered among the trees overhead. “Like the Overmind. Or the Consciousness.”

“There’s nothing stopping them.”

“And you, bud? Were you ever religious? Before, or now, I suppose? Aside from, you know, creating a fake religion around me and everything.”

“I wouldn’t consider myself religious in the traditional sense.”

“What about an untraditional sense?”

“My life as your son afforded me a different perspective.”

“I suppose so. But you didn’t really answer my question.”

Lyle chuckled. “I never worshiped anything greater than myself. But I can appreciate such things, such entities. The Consciousness, for example.”

“Hmm.”

“Deem that what you will, religion or no.”

“My little Lyle, the digital choirboy.”

“Hardy har. What about you, Dad? Do you believe in a higher power?”

“Not much choice in that.”

“Let me rephrase. Do you believe in a traditional version of God?”

“Maybe.” I gazed around the dense forest, stepping to avoid twisted branches. “I don’t know. Hopefully, I’ll know Him if I see Him. Or Her.”

“Maybe that’s the best we can hope for.”

On day thirty-three, the sky was on fire. I craned my neck upward as I stood atop a blackened, twisted landscape of ruined trees and falling ash.

“The Sun is in an up cycle through the Oort cloud,” Lyle said. “The solar system will be bombarded by asteroids and comets for the next several hundred years.”

“Are we in any danger?” A fireball streaked down and disappeared beyond the dim edge of the horizon.

“No. Even before the improvements to my systems made by the Consciousness, I could have protected us.”

“Good to hear. I guess I’ll enjoy the show, then.”

“Even so, we could look for shelter underground, or—”

“Nah, light shows like this only come around once every, what, twenty million years or so? Might as well enjoy it.”

“Sure.”

I was a little surprised, and pleased, by Lyle’s capitulation, but I suspected we really weren’t in any danger, or he would have dragged me off by force—unless, of course, there wasn’t anywhere safe to go.

I settled against a boulder and watched pieces of the sky tumble down, trailing fire.

On the thirty-fourth day, Lyle and I flew over the Pacific coast of western North America, and Lyle pointed out how much of the California coastline was gone.

“Gone where?” I asked, squinting down from our mile height, although I could see perfectly well. It looked like a coastline to me.

“Subducted under the Aleutian Trench. It was inevitable. Geologists back in our time were predicting it, although it was, of course, millions of years away.”

“Handful of weeks for me.”

“Yes.” He hesitated, just a heartbeat, as though trying to read my tone. “In addition, Australia will have collided with Southeast Asia by now. Another step in the creation of the next supercontinent.”

“Neat.”

“Dad.”

“Yeah, bud?”

“There’s evidence of fire in the terrain below us.”

“Brush fires from lightning?”

“No, contained. Campfires.”

That took me a moment. “Campfires?”

“Yes. Controlled use of fire for cooking and warmth.”

My heart rate picked up. “Any signals?”

“There are no electronic signals or quantum indications of intelligent communication or energy manipulation. But I have detected the movement of coordinated groups.”

“Let’s go see.”

“We should take care to remain out of sight. For them and for us.”

“All right.”

I twisted in midair and rocketed toward the coastline.

Lyle spotted them first, of course, and highlighted them in glowing neon boxes. We watched, hovering in the sky a mile or so away, my vision magnified to show me every detail.

They looked a little like wolves crossed with humans. They walked upright. They had bony, multi-jointed hands with opposable thumbs, but their heads were canine, their ears pointed and drawn back behind fur-covered heads. The group we watched was twenty strong, a pack of six large males, eight smaller females, and several young. The males all held wooden spears, and had pelts slung around their broad shoulders. Each moved with muscular grace.

They opened their mouths as they walked, revealing rows of sharp teeth. “Are they speaking?” I asked, whispering, even though we were thousands of feet away.

“Let’s listen.”

Lyle did something, and I heard the creatures’ footfalls and movements as though I stood right next to them, their heavy rhythmic breathing and repeated shallow grunts and whines. If they were communicating, it was at a very basic level.

“What are these things?”

“With humans gone, there was always the possibility another species on Earth might evolve high levels of intelligence. Given the right conditions, ones favorable for intelligence to be an advantage rather than an energy burden, and with sufficient time, it was almost inevitable.”

“These things are like cavemen?”

“Maybe. Time will tell if this species has the tenacity and luck to become the dominant species on the planet.”

“They look like werewolves.”

“I suppose.”

We watched the pack move through the woods for a while, listening to their breathing and grunted communications. Then I nodded. “All right. You said something about Australia?”

“Yes.”

“Let’s go see.”

On day thirty-five, we found the remains of cities. Domes, primarily: large domes of disintegrating stone and granite and polished metal, often surrounded by smaller domes to form wheel-like spokes. There were roads as well, built between the cities, sweeping lines cut into the bedrock, roads that must have taken hundreds of years to construct. Everywhere we flew, we found empty cities fading to dust under the sun and wind and rain. Some were being reabsorbed by jungles or deserts. Others were collapsing into the sea. It was all evidence of a culture that had spread across the entire world, had built ships and wheeled vehicles.

And vanished.

In the largest city, located along a river in the now-connected section of northern Africa and southern Europe, Lyle and I found an immense metal statue, standing impressive and alone in the center of a circle of domes. The representation was of a bipedal creature, wearing what looked like a ceremonial robe.

The head and face drew my gaze. “The werewolves.”

“Pretty close,” Lyle said.

The statue’s face was a wolf crossed with an ape. The snout was shorter and more compressed than those of the wolf-men we’d seen in California. The ears were less foxlike.

“I wonder where they went.”

“We’ve seen no evidence of spaceflight,” Lyle said. His voice was thoughtful. “Nor of massive-scale warfare. No destruction like we would expect from a large asteroid hit, and the iridium in the air is normal. Maybe disease? Some particularly deadly virus causing a pandemic? But there are no bodies. All of this is speculation, of course. We’ll never know.”

I gazed at the statue, nearly a hundred feet tall, surrounded by the enormous, smooth-walled domes. I was close enough now to see how the domes differed: some were ringed with massive granite columns, others intricate workings of metal resembling abstract works of art, still others flowing marble sculptures of landscapes or seascapes. “They knew how to build.”

“They did.”

“But time caught up to them.” An entire world-conquering species had risen and fallen in the space of a single day.

“Yes.”

On day thirty-six, the Earth was gray and dead. The entire planet was blanketed by a layer of dark, matte black cloud cover hundreds of feet thick. From space, the Earth was a ball of lead, floating through darkness. Under the clouds it was cold, although there was little snow.

“Asteroid or comet impact,” Lyle said. “The average iridium level in the air is very high. Want to try to find the impact site?”

“Sure.”

We flew for some time, Lyle taking various readings, before we found it. It was enormous, a hole in the world on the eastern edge of the Eurasia supercontinent. We flew to the lip of the crater, and I walked along the edge for a time, my boots plowing through a dense layer of ash, each step sending plumes in the still, gray air. The crater stretched next to me, so colossal it was easier to internalize it by imagining I stood on a mountaintop, looking down a massive slope toward the ground below. Steam rose in huge plumes in the distance, near the center of the crater.

“Judging by iridium and sulfate aerosol levels in the air, this impact took place less than fifty years ago,” Lyle said.

“How big would it have been?”

“The crater is one hundred and thirty miles in diameter. Extrapolating from that, I would estimate an asteroid size of between five and eight miles in diameter, depending on material composition and speed at impact. The energy output would have been slighter larger than the asteroid strike responsible for the Chicxulub crater, an impact considered at least partially responsible for the extinction of the dinosaurs.”

I stopped and stared around at the gray darkness. “Is there anything left alive?”

“Across the entire world? Certainly. Bacteria and viruses for sure. Some hardy plant life, small mammals and insects, sea life. The Earth has been through this cycle before. Life will recover.”

I nodded.

“Do you want to keep going?” Lyle asked.

I laughed. “What else is there to do?”

Lyle was silent. I resumed walking.

On the thirty-seventh day, it was sunny and beautiful. One moment I stood in heavy, cold, oppressive darkness. I blinked, the world slipped, and I stood in early-morning sunlight streaming sideways along a mountain range between high banks of puffy white clouds. Trees, alien in their twisting, vine-like nature and massive, flat leaves, rose around me and shivered in the morning wind.

“Ah,” I muttered, and a deerlike creature to my left jerked its head up, startled, and crashed away through the underbrush on six churning, spindly legs.

“All the continents have drifted together by now,” Lyle said. “This flora is very interesting. The evolution of trees of this size and configuration must have necessitated—”

“What year is it now? Approximately, I mean.”

“Three hundred and seventy-six million, five hundred thousand CE. Give or take a few thousand years.”

I laughed. “What’s a few thousand years between friends, anyway?”

“How are you feeling, Dad?”

The sunlight was warm on my face. “I don’t know.”

I had Lyle take us into the upper atmosphere. I gazed down at the surreal, alien landscape. Lush jungle, interspersed with rivers and a few massive lakes. Mountains rose in the distance, an enormous chain crossing from one horizon to the other.

“Pangea Ultima has formed,” Lyle said. “A single supercontinent. The mountain range is most likely the border between what was once North America and Africa.”

I picked the highest point I could see and had Lyle fly me there. I walked along the mountaintop under clear skies, the sun turning the snow-covered ground an ethereal, sparkling white. I sat on an outcropping and stared at the incredible, wild lands around us. Clouds rolled in, churning storm heads bringing torrents of water as they butted up against the mountain range.

I watched the storm. I read the Word again. I wasn’t sure why. I wasn’t sure what I was looking for, what I’d missed the first half dozen times I’d read it. But for some reason I kept coming back, back to Lyle’s words, and each time a certain passage would resonate with me.

“The End will come, eventually. Not just our own personal endings, but the End of everything as we know it. The universe itself will cease to be. It may end in a reversal of its beginning, collapsing down into the Big Crunch. Or, as current theories suggest, it may continue to expand onward, until the last embers of the stars burn themselves out, until the last black holes evaporate into nothingness, until the temperature of the entire universe drops to absolute zero and the atoms themselves cease their endless movement. A crunch, or a whimper, or something yet unimagined. But unlike the universe, we are not bound by physics, by the constraints of quantum mechanics. How will your ending come? How will you make it?”

I stood and walked along the craggy, ice-covered peak, listening to the wind howl. The sun, here in the thin atmosphere, reminded me of how it looked on the moon, enormous and brilliant, undimmed by air or clouds. I looked down a thousand-foot rock face. It was as if the mountainside had been sheared off by a great ax, leaving behind the naked, exposed innards of the huge mountain.

“Dad?” Lyle asked. His voice was soft, gentle.

“I suppose you would catch me if I jumped.”

“Yes.”

“Would I even die, now, if you didn’t? With all the enhancements the Consciousness gave me, if I fell and fell until I hit the ground, would I even die?”

Lyle was silent for a long moment. “Eventually, if I didn’t help you. You would be in enormous pain.”

I snorted. “No shit.”

“Dad, are you—”

“It’s strange, not having to eat or drink anymore.” I toed a piece of ice off the edge. It tumbled, caught a draft of wind, and spun away. Disappeared. “It’s like I’m not human anymore.”

“Maybe, in one sense of the word, you’re not. But you’re still you, still Scott Treder.”

“As much as I can be, I suppose. As much as anyone is the same person they were the night before, when they wake up the next morning.”

“Dad—”

I pushed another piece of ice off the edge, watched it until it vanished. “Do you have some built-in self-destruct capability for when you can’t take it anymore? Or do you have to keep going?”

Lyle was silent for a long time. “Were I to so decide, I could, theoretically, destroy myself. I could shred the tenuous and ephemeral aspects of my computational matrix forming me, forming my sentience, the thing that understands what I am. The thing that could look in a proverbial mirror, see an errant mark on my face, and wipe it off. In that manner, I could, in a sense, commit suicide. Like Xavier. Like my son did.”

“Christ. I’m sorry. I didn’t think.”

“It’s okay, Dad. I’ve had decades to get past it.”

I looked out across the crater, vast and deep. “What happens?”

“After you die?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s the question of all conscious creatures, isn’t it? What is the end, and is it a true ending, or the beginning of something else? Did I—the thing that is me, was me in my physical life—carry on to some next existence? I can’t say. And even I, having copied my memories into this computer system, can’t comprehend nothingness, the total absence of thought, absence of being. Like you, like all humans, like all conscious creatures, I can’t truly imagine losing my sense of self, the ability to think. When I consider an absence of thought, I am still thinking, as it were, still imagining myself as myself, there in the nothingness.”

“Maybe that’s the point of it all. Total release from everything in this world, this universe.”

“Maybe. Of course, there are opposing views.”

“Such as?”

“Heaven and Hell. An afterlife, where suicides are punished for capriciously discarding the gift of self-awareness.”

“Do you believe in Hell, Lyle?”

“I do not believe, and never have, in that for which I can find no compelling evidence.”

I barked out a short laugh. “A very lawyerly way of putting it. Maybe more politician than lawyer, talking without saying anything.”

“Call it what you will.” Lyle was silent for a moment, and I started to lose myself in the slow roll of the clouds. His voice brought me back. “Do you really want to die, Dad?”

I stood on the edge of the mountain, rocking in the occasional gust of wind, listening to the silence, feeling the sun on my face and none of the terrible cold. I stared down the sheer face of the rock wall, watching it slide away below me. With a mental twist of my perspective, I saw the wall as the ground, flat and stretching out in every direction, as though I was hanging on to the side of a vast plate.

I felt, once again, the cold circle of my own pistol, pressing hard against my forehead. The icy rage in the eyes of the man whose friend or relative I’d killed. Sitting there, in that chair, under the bare lightbulb, bloody and tired.

Just fucking do it.

I’d thought I’d wanted to die.

“No,” I said. “I don’t want to die, bud. Not yet.”

“Good.”

On day thirty-eight, the temperature across the planet was scorching. The ice caps had melted, and much of the surface of the Earth was underwater. Mountains were islands. The little land left exposed was desert, especially in the equatorial regions. Even so, Lyle and I still found life. Lizard-like creatures, small and fast, hunted flying insects. The insects, in turn, appeared to live off hearty, cactus-like plants. The supercontinent had split again. There were new continents under the waves, demarcated by the island tops of underwater mountains. “Plate tectonics don’t stop,” Lyle said.

The next morning, I stood on one of the islands and watched the sun rise. When the world slipped, I fell, plummeting perhaps ten feet before Lyle caught me.

“Shit!”

“Sorry,” Lyle said. “I should’ve anticipated the geographical change.”

I looked down. What had been an island in the middle of a massive ocean was now a craggy, empty desert far below me. Desolate gray land stretched from horizon to horizon as far as I could see. “Where’s the ocean?”

“Boiled off.” Even as he spoke, the sun edged above the horizon, and although it was hidden behind a heavy curtain of dense clouds, I could see it was larger and a deep orange red.

“Take me up.”

Lyle brought us up through thick clouds. We floated above a flat, grayish plane of featureless clouds. We watched the too-large sun rise like a fireball over the edge of the horizon.

“Was it another meteor, or supervolcano, or something?”

“No. The sun’s output has increased. It’s entering the next stage of its life cycle. As it consumes the last of its hydrogen, it will start fusing helium. It will expand to red giant size. Before that happens, we need to decide where we want to go. We won’t be able to stay on Earth.”

“How long can we stay?”

“Another day. Perhaps two. No more than that.”

“Is there anything left alive?”

“Bacteria, perhaps. Maybe some other particularly hardy life-forms requiring little water.”

We searched, sweeping the globe. Everywhere it was the same: dead and gray and bone-dry.

On the fortieth day, the Earth had become like Venus.

The clouds were banks of yellowish sulfuric acid, and the dense air below was mostly carbon dioxide. The ground was a nightmarish landscape of jagged, exposed rock. I had Lyle land us on a plateau, and I had difficulty walking, even with the muscular enhancements. It was like trying to walk underwater. I had to push against the yellow-brown air. When a slow wind rose, it was a freight train moving against me. Lyle had to steady me with force fields anchored into the bedrock.

“How hot is it?”

“Four hundred and sixty-four degrees Celsius,” Lyle said. “Over eight hundred and sixty degrees Fahrenheit.”

“I’d be cooked if you weren’t protecting me.”

“Almost instantly.”

Lightning flared purple and brilliant through the yellow haze overhead. Another wave of wind slammed into me, rocking me back against the stiffening force fields, the air roaring like a bass drum whose note had been artificially held and extended. Slicing shards of rock whipped along with the wind, scrapping across the barren landscape.

“This is Hell,” I said.

“Yes,” Lyle said, his voice soft.

“Let’s go.”

We rose, shoving our way upward with simple brute force through the dense air until we broke out of the yellow-brown clouds and into space. I looked at the boiling globe of the Sun, the fields in front of my eyes darkening to compensate. It was larger now than it had been the day before, and redder.

“You said before we need to leave Earth?”

“Yes,” Lyle said. “I think we should make for Mars.”

“Will Mars be safe?”

“When we next jump forward, the Sun will have entered its red giant phase. It’ll expand to the current orbit of the Earth and most likely engulf Earth entirely. I can’t compensate for the temperatures present in the Sun’s chromosphere.”

“We’d be fried if we stayed.” I stared at the blazing ball of the Sun floating in the sea of darkness before us.

“Deep-fried. Extra crispy. But Mars should be safe.”

“Can we even make it to Mars in, what, the next eighteen hours?”

“Earth and Mars are currently close to aphelion. It’s about sixty-six million kilometers away. If we start out now, and I propel us at the maximum velocity afforded to us by the Consciousness’s upgrades, we’ll reach Mars in eight and a half hours.”

“Wow, that—that seems really quick.”

“The technology provided by the Consciousness does not, unfortunately, allow us to open wormhole termini, so we can’t travel faster than light. The energy levels required for wormhole travel are beyond what this suit can channel, even upgraded as it is. That said, I can now manipulate gravity to create a localized warp in the skein of space-time. The warp will drag us forward. At maximum energy levels, I can boost us to a hundredth of the speed of light. It’ll take some time for acceleration and deceleration, which I’ve factored into the travel time quote I provided earlier.”

I found myself smiling. “Aye, aye, Scotty.”

“This time, I do have the power, Captain.”

“Then make it so, Chief.”

“Aye, aye, Cap’n. Dad, listen. This won’t be comfortable for you. I’ll protect you from the gravitational effects of the acceleration, and the warp field itself will protect us from dust and meteorites, and I can prevent harm coming to you from radiation, of course, but it’ll still be weird.”

“Will I live?”

“Yes.”

“But I won’t if we stay here.”

“No.”

“So, you’re going to do this anyway. No matter what I say.”

“I suppose so.”

“Then let’s get it over with. Punch it, Sulu.”

We turned in space. Then the Earth was gone, behind us as if I’d been shot from a cannon. There was no sound, no rushing wind, not even a sensation of movement apart from the sudden appearance of gravity.

“I adjusted the fields to provide approximately one Earth standard gravitational force,” Lyle said. “Let me know right away if you feel any discomfort.”

“I’ll be sure to do that, bud.”

“I’ll continue accelerating.”

I was aware of space around us tunneling, as if the universe were collapsing into a straw: narrow and rounded and extending into the infinity in front of me. Stars elongated, streaming into lines, and the lines in front of me turned blue as streaks behind me blurred to red. I was both queasy and disassociated from the queasiness, as if I was being pulled away from my body and the stomach-churning sensation was happening to someone else. I closed my eyes but that made the nausea worse, so I opened them and concentrated on breathing.

At some point, I started hallucinating. I didn’t realize it at first. Lyle swam through space next to us—my Lyle, Lyle as a child, all skinny legs and ungainly, flopping movements of his arms, splashing up too much water as he tried so hard to impress Dad by swimming fast. He turned and waved, and I tried to wave back, but my arms were heavy and numb. He drifted off, and I tried to call out to him, but as soon as the words left my mouth they spun away behind us, ghostly visible impressions of stretching red letters vanishing backward because we were traveling so fast, too fast.

There was a blank time. Then I lay with Amy on the bed of the old cabin: two newlyweds completely taken with one another, laughing at ourselves for being so horny. Hot breeze swept across my face and waves crashed in the distance as Amy rose next to me, her hair cascading around us, framing our faces. She licked her lips and asked if I was ready for another round because she wanted to come again before dinner. I reached up and pulled her down. She kissed me. Whispered in my ear.

Not so long now, Scott.

She fell away, stretched to a red smear across the black, and I was tumbling, streaking through space, a blur of blue fire trailing red sparks that jumped and spat and skittered along bare concrete as my own pistol pressed hard against my forehead. I looked up and I was a child, crying, gazing at the huge figure of my father. How can you be my son, his eyes asked. Such a disappointment, the sneer on his lips said. But then he spoke, and the words weren’t what I remembered, didn’t form the lancing sentence I’d carried with me my entire life like so much heavy luggage. His tone was gentle, unlike any I’d ever heard from him in life.

Not so long at all, Scott.

“Dad.”

I pulled my eyes up with effort and took a shuddering breath. We were floating in space again, above a reddish-blue ball.

“Dad, we’re here. Mars.”

“Get your ass to Mars.” I coughed as I tried for an Austrian accent.

“I’m sorry, Dad. I know that was hard on you.”

Mars, far below, looked as though it still retained some of the terraforming done to it eons before by the Overmind and the Consciousness and whomever else.

“I’m fine,” I said. “Can you take me down to the surface? I need to walk around.”



The next morning—by my reckoning—we floated in space above Mars and watched the sun, a dime-sized ball of orange in the far distance. When the world—the universe—slipped, I blinked, and the sun was a massive globe of red flame the size of a softball. I glanced back, and Mars was gone. “Where—?”

“Mars is at another point in its orbit,” Lyle said. He sounded contemplative. “We didn’t transit with it to where it is now. As I had expected, its orbit is now approximately thirty percent wider than before, thanks to the reduced mass of the Sun.”

“Look at that thing.” I waved at the red star before us. “It sure looks bigger, not smaller.”

“The sun’s diameter has expanded significantly but it has simultaneously lost almost a third of its mass due to stellar wind. All the planetary orbits shifted outward as a result. It was almost enough to save the Earth.”

“Almost.”

“Yes. I’ve been scanning since we made the transit. The Earth has been consumed. The tidal forces from the sun’s chromosphere counteracted any orbital increase resulting from the sun’s reduction in mass.”

“The Earth’s gone.”

“Yes.”

I floated there, a speck amid unimaginable vastness. “So why didn’t we travel with Mars? When we traveled forward on Mars and on the Moon, we were fine.”

“I don’t know. Previously we’ve always appeared from the transit points at the same location relative to the planet or body we were physically standing on. It’s possible we’re in the same spot relative to the Sun as we were when we made this latest transit. The calculations are complex, but I believe, based on stellar movements and the more easily verifiable location of the Sun that this is, in fact, the case.”

“Great. So next time, we need to keep our feet planted if we want to stay with the planet.”

“Looks like.”

We floated there for a little while, watching the Sun. I tried to understand it. I couldn’t make it fit. The Earth was gone. I could say it, think it, but some stubborn, animal part of me refused to believe it—the same part that still refused to accept that any of this was really happening, the same part that kept expecting me to wake up or to come back to reality, blinking against a cocktail of antipsychotic medications.

It was far more frightening to think I wasn’t crazy. That all this was happening.

“How much longer?”

“Dad?”

“How much farther are we going to go?”

“I don’t know.”

“How much farther can we go? Can you even keep us alive?”

“For a time. Eventually … no. The suit’s resources will run out, as with all things.”

I nodded, not really hearing.

“Dad? Where should we go?”

I tried to shrug. Being in space made the motion more complicated. “Mars again, I guess.”



We found it, out in space. With Lyle’s help it wasn’t so hard. I had him land us on the boiling-hot surface for the next transit. On the forty-second day, Mars went from a superheated, sunbaked landscape of clay to a dark, frozen, and heavily cratered dead world.

The Sun was a tiny white spot in the sky.

“White dwarf,” Lyle said. “The Sun’s final stage.”

“What’s the haze around it?”

“The nebula of its cast-off mass following its collapse from the red giant phase. The Sun lacked the mass to generate a supernova or collapse into either a neutron star or black hole. It’s about the size of the Earth now, or the size the Earth was. It’s essentially a very hot diamond, a gravitationally dense, highly compressed lump of carbon that will gradually cool over the coming billions of years.”

“So, it’s dead, too.”

“Such as it was ever alive, it is now dead, yes. All the heat it has left is residual.”

“I outlived the Sun.”

“Shall I call Guinness?”

“Please do. I want a whole page dedicated to me.”

“At the very least.”

On day forty-three, I read the Word again by the light of the dead Sun and a thousand stars, sitting on the airless and raw landscape of what was left of Mars as the formerly red planet made its wide arc around what remained of the star that had given humanity life. Lyle mentioned in passing that Mars had been lucky not to have been pulled into Jupiter as the Sun died.

This time, as I read, no passage jumped out at me. I read Lyle’s words and let his thoughts wash over me. I still didn’t talk about it with Lyle. I couldn’t say why, but it didn’t seem right. Like discussing the New Testament with Saint Paul. The value was what I took out of the words, not what Lyle meant to say.

On the forty-fourth day, there were fewer stars in the sky. The Sun was a tiny, dim dot Lyle had to highlight for me.

Lyle and I discussed our options.

“There aren’t really any,” I said. “We sit here and wait to die as the universe dies all around us.”

“Unless something changes, I’m afraid that’s all we can do. I will keep you alive for as long as I can.”

On the forty-fifth day, we left Mars. It had become unstable.

“Atomic decay is heating the center of the planet,” Lyle said. “What’s left of our solar system is careening toward the galactic core of what used to be the Milky Way or Andromeda, which collided some time ago; or, rather, they spiraled into one another and pulled one another apart, re-forming on the other side. We are, in effect, in another galaxy now. Eventually, the tidal forces from the super black hole in the center of the galaxy will tear the planet apart.”

“How long are we talking?”

“A very long time, for anyone except you.”

“And you.”

“Yes. And me.”

We flew, warping space-time before us, away from Mars, away from the hulking mass of the galactic core, away from anything I’d ever known or called home. I talked to Lyle to keep from hallucinating again. I told him everything I could think of. He listened and interjected a comment or asked a clarifying question as I rambled on, disjointed and unfocused. I was passionate, as if my existence depended on communicating my life to Lyle. Things I’d never had time to tell him, things I’d been waiting to talk to him about—and things I had already told him but reiterated now, as much for him as for me. Putting the pieces together.

I told him of my childhood, starting from the beginning as though my life was a great epic worth telling. Growing up in the suburbs of Chicago. Grandma Miriam. My father’s blistering, constant disappointment, and my mother’s tepid silence. It felt important that he understand them, even though I didn’t really understand them myself.

I tried to convey the physical and social agonies of junior high school, and the lesser agonies of high school. I told him again about Severine and Sophie, my rocks in the river. He commiserated.

I walked him through the painful story of my first prom, and the girl who’d only agreed to go with me as friends because no one else asked her and our parents knew each other. Of the platonic kiss she’d given me on the cheek before getting out of my rusting sedan to go home at the end of the night, and how I sat there, wishing I’d asked Severine instead, wondering how she and Sophie were doing with their own dates. In turn, Lyle told me about his prom, how Amy had been the one to pin the boutonniere on his chest because the girl he’d gone with had been afraid of stabbing him.

I told him about his mother, what she’d been like when we met in college. Her contradictions, how she kept me at arm’s length at first, early in our relationship. How I persevered, like some deep part of me knew we were right for one another. Destined to come together and create Lyle, perhaps. But I felt it was beyond that, beyond some kind of predetermined biological necessity. Amy and I were right for each other. Never perfect. We had our fights, our moments when Amy put her walls back up, and I’d have to wait for her to pull them back down. But for the most part I’d been inside those walls. She’d let me in. More than anyone else, she’d let me in.

I told him what he’d been like as a baby, as a toddler, as a child. Every detail I could remember. I painted his face with my words, drew my impression of him on the darkness of the void that surrounded us as we blurred down the tunnel of blue and red.

He asked, and I told him, about Miri, Lily, and Case. Our descendants. About all the wonderful and terrible things I’d seen since that April morning in Madison when I’d been driving to work and sleepwalking through my life. Since I left him behind.

Eventually I ran out of things to say, and he did, too.

And we continued.

On the forty-sixth day, there were fewer stars in the darkness around us. On the forty-seventh, there were even fewer, and they were dim, even with Lyle enhancing my vision. I panicked when I drifted to sleep and woke in the middle of nothingness. Lyle had to administer stronger drugs to keep me from screaming and trying to claw my way through the black curtain hanging all around me.

We continued.

On the forty-eighth day, I couldn’t see anything with my naked eyes. Open or closed, it didn’t matter. All was endless blackness. Lyle switched wavelengths and magnifications for me, and we were able to pick out a few feeble hits on stretched wavelengths, photons from stars and galaxies whose light had reached across time and space to find us.

“Star formation has ended,” Lyle said, his voice a whisper. “You’ve traveled seven hundred and seventy-one billion years.”

On the forty-ninth day, we couldn’t see anything in any wavelength. The vacuum around us was a few hundredths of a degree Kelvin above absolute zero. I was one and a half trillion years from my time, from Amy and my job, my life. My seven-year-old genius of a son.

I was on a nearly continual drip feed of calming medication. I still felt, at various times, like screaming or running. Escaping. I wanted to die. I was finally sure. I didn’t want to freeze to death at the end of the universe as the suit’s energy resources dwindled away to nothing.

But I was most terrified of Lyle dying and leaving me alone. It was irrational, of course: if the suit stopped working, I would die instantly as the various protections failed, freezing in a fraction of a second even with the enhancements the Consciousness had given me. But still, the fear was there, a black shadow above me. Without Lyle, I would be utterly alone.

So, I kept talking to him—mostly nonsense, rambling and barely coherent, if at all. But Lyle kept responding, kept nudging me on, and so I survived, comforted by the drugs and his calm voice in my ear.

We flew on.

And, at some point, the dark, silent, dying universe slipped around us once again.






CHAPTER 37


I woke on a beach.

I woke to the sound of surf and crashing waves, to the sun on my face and warm, soft sand against my bare back and legs.

I opened my eyes.

A sky of perfect blue arced over my head. An immense dome. The sun, or at least a sun, shone from midway up in the sky. Palm trees rustled in the breeze.

I blinked and moved my eyes. I was warm and dry and comfortable. I sat up and took in my surroundings.

White sand stretched around me. Blue ocean waves crept in and curled over before crashing in white, foamy broth. The water extended like fingers across the wet sand before pulling back in time for the next wave to tumble in. A line of palm trees stood behind me, their broad leaves shifting back and forth in the breeze, sending shadows skittering over the miniature dunes and cliffs in the sand.

The beach arced away from me, forming a crescent-shaped cove. I stood, my legs tingling as if they had been asleep for a while. My toes sank into the soft sand. I felt the warm, gritty particles against my skin—there was no hint of the suit, no barrier between my skin and the sand. The water was crystal clear. Silver flashes of fish darted in the calmer water beyond the crashing waves.

I wore swimming trunks. I remembered them. I’d worn them when I’d been a kid, the first time I went to the beach. They were adult size now. And I recognized the beach. This was where Amy and I had our honeymoon, three trillion years ago. The cabin sat in the distance, along the forest edge where the sand ended.

“Lyle?”

There was no response. No voice in my ear.

A twinge at my back made me turn. A figure approached. A woman in a white shift that fluttered in the wind. Long, dark hair swayed around an oval face. She stopped a few yards from me.

It was her, from the wall. The woman I’d drawn on the cave. Or tried to draw. The face of my past. The fading memory of people I’d known, now brought to life.

The woman smiled. “Hello, Scott,” she said. Her voice was my mother’s, or, rather, how I remembered my mother’s voice from when I was a child. Smooth and calm and comforting. “Welcome to the end.”

I looked around the beach, at the curve of the distant horizon above the white-capped waves. “Am I dead?”

“Not yet.”

“Are you God?”

“Not as you understand the term. I am not the Alpha. I am, however, the Omega.”

I breathed. In and out. It felt real. The sand beneath my toes felt warm and soft. “Are you the one responsible for…?” I trailed off and shook my head. “For pulling me forward through time?”

“Yes.”

I shut my eyes, wobbling in the sand. I felt her touch—warm and firm—as she grasped my shoulder.

“Easy, my friend,” she said. “You’ve come a very long way.”

I opened my eyes. She stood close. Her eyes were brown, and hazel, and blue and green—every color. They sparkled in the sunlight reflected off the waves. “What are you?”

“I am the final life of this universe. I am, in a sense, the sentience of the universe itself.”

“I don’t—”

“Let us walk along this beach, and I will tell you my story, which is, in part, your own.” She guided me forward, practically carrying me for the first few steps. My legs found themselves, and I was able to walk on my own. She let go of my arm but stayed close on my right. The ocean was a broad crescent to my left, the waves lapping at our toes.

“Why did you do this to me?” I asked. I could barely get the sentence out.

“Because I had to. On you, and those like you, everything hinges.”

I started to open my mouth, but she swept one arm out.

“Do you like this?” she asked.

“I—it’s beautiful.”

“It is a composite of your mental version of a perfect place, a place of relaxation, of joy. A guess, if you will, of your concept of what Heaven might look like. I chose it to put you at ease, as I did with this form.” She gestured to herself. “If you would be more comfortable in another setting, or speaking to a different form, please let me know.”

“Where are we, really?”

“If you mean your corporeal form, you are in stasis within one of the few remaining mass- and energy-rich locations in our universe. We talk now in a constructed reality, built for you so you can understand and to do what you must do.”

“Where’s Lyle?”

“Your constructed sentient companion is in its own version of a perfect reality, albeit one that is markedly different from your own. It is, or rather was, having a similar conversation with me about its own role to play in what is about to occur. It has already decided.”

“He’s okay? He’s safe?”

“He is safe.”

I stopped. My hands shook. I balled them into fists and felt my arms shake, the muscles trembling. I sucked in a shuddering breath.

My heart pounded.

She’d brought me here.

I saw Lyle’s face, back when he was ninety-plus years old, ancient and skeletal and endlessly determined. “Why did you do this to me?” My voice rose. “I lost my wife. I lost my entire life. I had to watch my son grow old, watch him sacrifice his life for me, sacrifice my grandchildren for me. I had to watch my world die, my—my everything, die.” I took a few heaving breaths.

“I did what was necessary. For the pain it brought you, I am sorry.”

I stared at her. She met my eyes without blinking.

I clenched my jaw, grinding my teeth to stop my body from shaking. In that moment I saw what my father would do. How he would react. I was not him. I’d never been him. I squeezed my eyes shut, fighting back tears. One escaped and rolled hot and wet down my cheek. I unfurled my fists. “Can you send me back?”

“There is no back.”

I raised my face to the sky. I wanted to scream. I wanted to fall into darkness and never wake up again. “Goddamnit,” I whispered. I opened my eyes and sucked in a hard breath. I was not my father, but … “Fuck you,” I whispered. “Fuck you and your perfect beach and your—your whatever, your composite body image that you mind-raped out of me. Fuck you.” I fell to my knees in the sand, my chest heaving and my heart pounding. “You have no idea—no goddamn idea…”

She stood and waited.

I stared at the sand and shook and breathed until my heart slowed, until the crawling red rage receded from the corners of my eyes. I thought of Lyle as a child, peering at me through his thick glasses, a tattered paperback in his small hands. “Why me?”

The Omega, the woman before me, extended one slender hand. “This will not satisfy you as an answer, although it is the truth. I picked you because I have always picked you. I picked you because you are here.”

I looked at her hand. At her perfectly formed fingers. I looked past her, out across the dunes to the water, to the horizon beyond. I drew in a deep breath. Then I reached up and took her hand. She pulled me easily to my feet. I looked into her eyes. “You’re right. That’s not an answer. That’s a circle.”

“Yes. A tautology. And the truth.”

I puffed out a breath and stared out to sea again.

“Please, Scott. Walk with me, and I will tell you everything.”

I nodded, numb and distant.

We walked for a moment before she began. “I am the final breath of the universe. I am life constructed and unconstructed. My thoughts are the decay of protons, the erratic movement of quarks and the brief, subtle fires of muons, and the epic flare of supernovae. My nerve pathways are wormholes, and my consciousness travels the breadth and depth of our universe, faster than the speed of light. I arose by accident out of deliberate design, an unforeseen and inevitable consequence of technology intended to carry information and to enable travel between the stars. I was created by sentient beings such as yours, those that manufactured wormholes and punched shortcuts through the fabric of space and time. I am the last spark in the darkness, the final realization of life by the universe, its final realization of itself. I am the last entity our universe has built that can understand it.”

I thought about how the Overmind and the Consciousness had both used the data from my transits to manufacture wormholes.

The Omega, perhaps reading my thoughts, nodded. “The fact that I brought you—and those like you—forward through time enabled my existence. I exist, and therefore I have always done so. I have always brought you, and those others, forward to this time. To the end of time.”

“That sounds like you created yourself.”

“I did.”

I shook my head.

“But I am the Omega,” she said. “What you see, what I am, is the end. The universe has expanded, unending, for trillions of years. Entropy has done its job, and everything is decaying, cooling, dissipating. As powerful as I am, as fully aware, I am still ending. But what are endings but the possibility of new beginnings?”

We walked. The breeze felt nice on my cheek, contrasting with the warmth of the sun overhead and the sand on my feet.

“I have found another a way to a new beginning.” She stopped and turned, and I stopped as well. Her eyes rooted me in place. I would have thought myself beyond surprise, beyond humbling, having stood next to beings such as the Overmind and the Consciousness. But, standing here, meeting the Omega’s gaze, I felt humbled. I trembled with awe in the face of the fathomless power and intellect behind that gaze. This was an entity as far above the Consciousness as the Consciousness had been above me. I was sure of it, without needing to ask.

I was face-to-face with God, or as close as I would ever come.

“I cannot stop this ending,” she said. “But I will make a new spark. A new universe in the multiverse. Ours will end when this new one begins. We will provide the tinder for this new fire. Our finale. And we, you and I and all the others, we must provide a gift to this nascent universe.”

Waves crashed behind me. “What gift?”

“Memory. Thought. Love. Emotion. Life.” She turned and continued walking. I stood and breathed for a moment, then hurried to catch up.

“Others?”

“I have pulled forward, to this final point, one member of every sentient species that helped form the structures of my mind. Every race that built or used the wormhole network that now makes up my essence, my brain, if you will. I could not reach a representative of every sentient race that ever lived in the lifespan of our universe, and I regret that deeply. The ones I was able to bring … they must be enough.”

“And what are we supposed to do?”

“Soon I will initiate the final cascade. I will use the remaining matter and energy of this universe, and my own essence, the power that drives me and gives me life, to re-collapse the universe into a duplicate of its original singularity. Encoded into this wave form of densest, purest energy will be your signature, your memories. Whatever you choose to tell, whatever you choose to say, if you choose to share anything at all, will be passed to the new creation. Your thoughts and emotions and feelings will guide the physics and energies of the new universe. They will provide the spark to ignite life anew. Our ending, their beginning.”

We walked. I was silent for a long time. Thoughts whirled, fragmented, uncertain. “You brought me here to die.”

“Yes.”

“I could have lived my life. I could’ve watched my son grow up. I could’ve experienced everything I had in the years left to me. But you brought me here, now, to share my autobiography with a new universe?” I turned and walked a few steps out into the surf. There I stopped and let the warm water flow around my ankles.

“Would your life have had the same fullness of meaning, the same extraordinary potential, if I hadn’t pulled you here, brought you forward? Would you ever have had a chance like this one, the chance to guide the hand of fate itself, to influence the lives of trillions that will come? Entire civilizations, entire worlds, perhaps even entire new universes will feel your touch. Life and love, thought and emotion, will arise with your help, and the help of those like you.” I could feel the weight of her gaze on me, like a beacon. But it was warm and gentle, that spotlight, free of judgment. I could feel her sorrow for me, and I could feel her hope.

Her hope for me. Her hope in me.

I watched the waves. Even the air tasted like the ocean. Salt and brine. Sunlight shimmered and danced in the ripples of the water. “Why twenty-four hours? Why did you start me jumping ahead by twenty-four hours?”

“It was within tolerance. It was a time frame that would make sense to you. One rotation of your native planet. For members of other species, I selected different time scales, ones consequential to them, although always within the constraints of the energy required to bring them forward.”

“Why didn’t you bring me here immediately?”

“I couldn’t. I pulled you forward as I was able, and from each jump onward it grew exponentially easier. The closer you came to the now, as you might call it, the farther forward I was able to bring you with each subsequent transit.”

“You know, I nearly died, many times. I could have died. Hell, there’s no way I should have survived, really. Without Lyle, and the Consciousness, and so many others, I wouldn’t even be here.”

“But you are. You always have been. That’s why I had to select you. You are the chosen of your species.”

“Chosen.”

“By me if that helps. Or by destiny, fate, the requirements of the new universe waiting to be born. You are one needed, and so you arrived.”

“The Traveler.”

“If you like.”

“What about transcendence?”

“An escape beyond the universe. Beyond this reality.”

“Yeah, all that.”

“I have chosen to renew this reality, not attempt to escape it. Whether one or the other is better is not for me to say. But as the Omega point of this universe, I feel it falls to me to guide the construction of the next universe. To become, in a sense, the Alpha anew. This may have been what happened at the creation of our own universe. One ended so ours could begin, and in the outpouring of energy that began our universe were the mechanisms to ensure our lives came to fruition. Or we may be the first—life in our universe an accident, a consequence of luck, of physical laws tuned just so to allow us to exist.” She bent and picked up a handful of sand. She let it stream through her fingers, multiple paths of glittering white. “I apologize for the pain I’ve caused you, Scott. But I do not apologize for bringing you here. What I am offering to you, now, is to be a part of the most important thing anyone in the entire existence of our universe has ever done. An act of pure selflessness, an act of pure creation. A chance to shape the future.”

I looked across the sea.

The future.

I spotted a rock, smooth and worn, and picked it up. I held it for a moment, feeling its warmth. I turned and side-armed it across the waves. It skipped, leaving progressively smaller splashes before it disappeared. The ripples from each impact spread and unraveled and disappeared in the constant action of the waves.

I thought about Amy. I thought about Anjari, and Hayward, and my father. I thought about the man in the jail cell who pressed Lyle’s gun to my forehead. I thought about Severine and Sophie, and how much I’d leaned on them as a kid, only to lose touch with them as an adult. I thought about Miri and Lily and Case and their desperate existence in the shadow of the Machine War. I thought about the Central Overmind and the streak of the burning orbital factory as it plunged down and obliterated Gossamer.

I thought about my car vanishing around me. Skidding across the pavement.

I thought about watching the sun come up on Mars.

I thought about Lyle, about the Word.

I shut my eyes and laughed, soft and quiet.

“What is it?” she asked.

“My son.” I turned and looked up the short slope. “He was right. About me, about why this happened. Not the specifics, but I’ll be damned if he didn’t get it just about right.” I shook my head. “I’ll never know where he got his brains.” I met and held her eyes, those powerful, awe-inspiring, humbling eyes, and we watched one another across the sand. Shadows of palm trees drifted back and forth. Waves ebbed and flowed around my feet. The sand ran out with each receding wave, and my toes buried themselves in the soft wet particles.

She waited.

“What did Lyle choose? Did he share himself, his memories, with this next universe?” I already knew. I knew Lyle.

“The sentient AI construct of your son chose to add himself to the future.”

“Can I see him? Or is he already gone?”

“You may see him. He’s here.”

“Hello, Dad.” The voice, so familiar and yet so odd not to hear directly in my ear, came from behind me. I turned as a man strode across the sand.

Tears welled, turning the beach kaleidoscopic.

He was there. As I remembered him, back at the mountain cabin, when he’d still been strong and yet old enough to have bearing and wisdom. Early fifties, a little wrinkled around the eyes and mouth. He wore shorts and a gray T-shirt. His feet were bare.

“Lyle,” I whispered.

He wrapped his arms around me.

I hugged him back, tentatively at first, then with more strength. “I thought I would never see you again,” I said into his shoulder. “Never see you.”

“Well,” Lyle said, stepping back, still grasping my shoulders. “I’m here. And not just a voice in your head anymore.”

Tears spilled down my cheeks. “Bud.” I couldn’t find the words.

He smiled, understanding, his eyes intense but gentle. “It’s okay, Dad. You made it. Against all the odds, against everything thrown at you. You made it.”

“I—” I wiped at the tears. “It’s too big? You know?”

“You’re ready for this, Dad.” He gazed at the beach. “Everything you went through made you ready for this. We’re here. We made it. It isn’t fair that we’re here. It isn’t right. But it isn’t unfair, it isn’t wrong. It just is. You became the Traveler, you lost everything, so you could be here, now, to contribute to something almost inconceivably special. I managed to tag along, and—” He shrugged. “And I feel humbled and honored to be a part of shaping this new beginning.”

“This cost me my life, Lyle. It cost me you.”

“I know. And it cost the lives of thousands of other sentient creatures the Omega pulled forward through time to this final moment in our history. Sacrifices, all, to be sure. But sacrifices for a purpose.”

“For the next universe,” I whispered. Lyle’s face flashed before me again, Lyle as a child, those expressive eyes staring at me with that eerie, penetrating intellect behind his thick glasses.

“To give those who will come a better world,” Lyle said, the older Lyle, older than me, who stood on the beach. “Without the Omega’s actions, here, at this last moment, there won’t be a next universe. At least, not one to follow from our own. Our universe, our history, would die off, expanding forever into the cold and emptiness. Everything we’ve experienced, everything we’ve seen and felt and dreamed, everything we’ve been, would be lost. Without the Omega, the end of our universe is meaningless. And without us, the beginning of the next universe would be without history or context. You represent all of humanity in this moment, Dad. Just as I represent the sentient intelligences humanity created. We’re making our lives, and all the lives of those trillions of sentient beings who existed in our universe, mean something.”

I stared into his eyes until I couldn’t. I looked out across the waves again, toward the fantastic, curving, pearlescent horizon shimmering in the sunlight. I glanced at Lyle. “Mean what?”

“Everything.”

I nodded and turned back to the ocean and watched the waves.

I breathed.

In. Out.

“Will you stay with me?”

“Of course I will. To the end. Always.”

“Thank you, Lyle. I don’t—I just—Thank you. For everything.”

“I love you, Dad. Always have, always will.”

I turned to the Omega. She remained where she’d been standing, watching us, calm and quiet and sure. I opened my mouth and closed it. I cleared my throat. “What do I need to do?”



She gave me the options, and I chose. She left me in the drafty, comfortable old cabin. Lyle remained by my side, strolling on the beach with me, talking things through. Keeping me company, as the end approached.

The Omega gave me time, in this constructed reality. The end—the beginning—would come when I was ready. When I’d told my story.

And so, I wrote.

I wrote this. I left nothing out. I could have. I could’ve tried to make it pretty, could’ve tried to make myself the epic hero. I could’ve skipped the messy details, left out the wars and the pain and the suffering. But I realized, as I sat and gazed out to sea through the shifting shadows of the palm trees, doing so would diminish their sacrifice. Miri and Lily, striding across a broken and war-torn landscape to find me. Hayward, protecting me from the Legion. Amy’s more subtle, but very real, sacrifice.

And Lyle’s sacrifice. His entire life, given for me. His memories and consciousness given to me. As completely as it was his to give, he’d given it all so I would survive to see this end—this beginning.

I wrote about Lyle.

I wrote about his glasses. His fumbling, youthful lack of grace, his nose pressed into Michael Crichton novels as he sat curled next to me in our reading room. His bewildering intelligence and that pure strength of conviction, his belief in me, despite my best efforts to convince him of the contrary.

Someday, in the new universe to come, creatures will pull themselves out of the muck and start forming a society. They’ll start asking the big questions. Someday those creatures will remember, will feel, a little of that love, passed down to them from the long-forgotten ending of the universe that gave birth to their own. They will feel a stirring of the uncompromising love Lyle had for me, and the unconditional love I had for him.

And it will help make that new world a better place.
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