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​CHAPTER 1: WASHINGTON, D.C.
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SUNDAY, MARCH 14, 2021: 14:57 HOURS

Avid was a few minutes early, so he stood at the crosswalk and waited for the stream of protesters to continue past him, marching in the street toward the National Mall where they would all gather for speeches after the demonstration. This march was just one of many, as people took to the streets to protest across the country. They did this even as a pandemic raged around them and thousands of people died of COVID-19 every day after being cared for in hospital hallways, filled to overflowing, their corpses stored in refrigerated trucks. It was a challenging historical period from any perspective, which was why Avid was there.

Another unarmed Black man had been killed yesterday in another city, and the country had erupted, once again. Avid had worked fourteen of these demonstrations in the past year and was scheduled to work two more in the following week. It had become routine.

He checked the time, noted that Terence Jackson would be approaching now, and searched the crowd for a tall, bald Black man wearing a bright yellow nylon jacket and a COVID mask, holding a sign that said, “Black Lives Matter.”

There he was. The yellow jacket made it easy for Avid to spot him. Terence was arriving right on time, with his girlfriend marching beside him and holding up a sign of her own. As Terence moved past, Avid stepped off the curb and slipped into the crowd of marchers, positioning himself just behind the man so he could clearly watch the action unfold, walking immediately alongside the four white supremacists who would kill Terence Jackson at 15:12 hours on March 14, 2021, a few minutes from now. 

Avid did not carry a protest sign as he marched. He did not establish eye contact with the white supremacists. He did not shout catchy slogans along with the crowd, and he did not interact with any of the people who surrounded him. He was only there to observe and report on the actual murder, not the march leading up to it. It was not Avid’s job to report on the crowd—other members of his team were positioned at various points along the route to do that. And he did not have clearance to interact, so he ignored everyone but the four white supremacists and Terence, making certain they were never more than a few feet away. 

Avid had prepared for this event by studying the contemporary news stories and scanner footage of the protest demonstration, before he could “interview” the witnesses a little less than two blocks ahead of where they were marching now. He knew which of the marchers belonged to various white supremacist organizations, and he knew which belonged to Antifa, the anarchist group of self-proclaimed anti-fascists, who viewed themselves in this situation as the guardians of the protesters. He knew which white supremacists and Antifa members were pretending to belong to the opposite group to either get close enough to monitor the opposition, or to incite violence and commit destructive crimes they would later blame on the other side. Both groups were highly aware of one another and kept a tense distance, watching each other for signs of disruption or trouble, prepared to step up and act the instant it occurred. 

That trouble would arise in five minutes and fourteen seconds, when Terence would twist his ankle in a pothole. In this explosive atmosphere he unfortunately would stumble and accidentally push one of the white supremacists, who would then lose his balance and react. The two men would exchange words, which would escalate into shouting and pushing. The offended man and his three companions would grab Terence and drag him into a nearby alley where three of them would pummel him with their fists. The fourth would stab him in the heart with a knife, while Terence’s girlfriend watched, screaming. 

Avid’s assignment was to attend this upcoming event and upload his observations immediately following the attack.

Avid Burhan was a Historian who was assigned to the United States, Twenty-first Century Racial Unrest Mission. Last year his team had had a busy summer attending Black Lives Matter protests like this one, and recording violence, looting and murder as it cropped up in various places throughout the United States. The perpetrators of violence were all identified in the historical records and tagged by name, political affiliation, and background information, even though contemporary law enforcement could not identify many of them and would never arrest them. Twenty-eighth century scanner records knew exactly who they were. These people all thought they’d escaped detection, not knowing that there is no such thing as “historical privacy,” or that they would be held up, by name, as a shameful example of what not to be long after they died.

Avid’s team consisted of Historians who all had facial features and skin tones that did not suggest any particular race or ancestry, to make it less likely that they would become the target of violence from anyone who was inclined to attack people of a specific race. Consequently, the white supremacists who walked beside Avid found nothing overtly objectionable about his appearance or his demeanor. Neither did the Black marchers who were scanning the crowd for threats. In fact, they all only barely noticed him, which was the Mitigators’ intent. When an assignment involved twenty-first century racial unrest the Mitigators deliberately sent light-skinned mixed-race Historians, who appeared to be neither White nor Black nor Hispanic nor Asian nor Middle Eastern, because they enjoyed a neutral position that did not draw anyone’s attention or, with any luck, anyone’s ire. This allowed them to safely mingle amongst, and sometimes interact with, the event participants whose thoughts and actions they recorded.

Avid Burhan wore a burgundy hoodie with “Washington” imprinted in yellow across his chest. He wore an N-95 face mask in deference to the COVID-19 pandemic, even though he was genetically immune to the virus. He was tall and of indeterminate Eurasian ethnicity, with short, wavy, medium brown hair and skin the color of coffee mixed with lots of milk, not dark, exactly, but not quite “Caucasian white.” He was a well-built man who appeared to be in his early thirties, and who had a wiry but muscular athletic build that suggested he worked out, or was involved in sports. 

He had his hands in the front pocket of the hoodie as he marched. He knew exactly where to look at any given moment from having studied the footage, and was now looking back. He knew precisely which men to watch and where he would find them. And there they were.

Five members of Antifa, who were approaching the scene a few hundred feet behind Avid, saw the violence accelerate and watched Terence being dragged into the alley. They were on the other side of the street and could not push through the crowd in time to stop the attack, but they moved aggressively toward it, squeezing through the marchers, shoving some of them as they went. 

Avid moved to one side for safety in anticipation of their approach. They pushed through the crowd shouting, “Move out of the way!” and raced to get to the alley as quickly as they could. Avid took advantage of the path they’d formed in the crowd as they pushed their way through, and followed closely behind them.

The white supremacists had pressed Terence against the wall of a building, and now looked over at the growing, staring crowd that had followed them and blocked the alley’s entrance. They clearly saw the smart phones recording them as Terence’s head fell forward, so they released him, then turned and ran in the other direction. 

The Antifa marchers had now reached the scene, and shoved their way through the crowd and into the alley, pounding the ground and shouting as they chased the attackers to the street on the other side. Another of Avid’s team members would be waiting to record the action when Antifa overtook the white supremacists and the two factions met up on the street at the far end of the alley. That aspect of the event was not Avid’s concern. 

Avid had now successfully slid into the alley, and was standing a few yards away from the victim. His assignment had begun.

Terence was mortally wounded. With the attackers no longer holding him against the wall, he slid down, barely conscious, and then fell to the ground where he lay, unmoving.

“Stand back!” a man shouted as he disconnected his emergency call to 9-1-1 and put the phone in his pocket. He had assumed the role of crowd control, and stood holding his arms out to keep everyone at a distance. “Keep it clear for the paramedics and police!” And then, “Is anyone a doctor?”

People continued to join the congregating crowd around the alley entrance to watch as Terence bled out his life, while his shaking and weeping girlfriend sat on the ground beside him and held his hand. A teenaged girl, also weeping, moved closer to squat beside her and hold her in a side hug. 

A woman pushed through the tight, unmoving crowd at the alley entrance, and shouted that she was a pediatrician. She was not the best fit for the situation, but she was willing and available. She ran up, then crouched over Terence and did her best while he slipped away. 

Avid remained detached and focused, not caught in the immediacy of the Terence Jackson event, even though he was witnessing it firsthand and was surrounded by people who were reacting in the moment. 

In preparation for this assignment, Avid had dutifully studied the statements that the victim’s family and lawyer would make to local media within the next twelve hours. Their statements would be picked up by Reuters and published internationally, so the entire world would be aware of this murder by tomorrow. He knew those statements word for word, and knew the names of all the members of Terence’s entire family. Before he arrived here he had memorized everything. He was tuned into their grief as part of his job, and had telepathically experienced it. He knew everything they felt so he could later describe it all as effectively as possible in his report. He had gone through extensive meditation exercises before this assignment to prevent those emotions from overwhelming him, so he was largely inured to the murder he was witnessing. The drama had no deep and lasting emotional impact for him, because it occurred seven hundred and thirty-three years ago, and because he was trained to experience past events dispassionately.

He focused his mind on telepathically reading the people who surrounded him—that was his primary job—and was bombarded by their thoughts and emotions. He could not see the faces of about half of the people in the crowd, because these people were wearing pandemic face masks. However, he could read their thoughts and comment on them in his report. To do this he focused on each person, and shut out the thoughts and emotions of the others until he had uploaded each report and moved on to the next one, person by person.

Avid began with the people closest to the victim and moved outward from there. His first interview was with Terence’s girlfriend. He gave the mental command, “Subject Data.” In response, the holographic Alert screen displayed twelve inches from his face, and provided the woman’s image and personal information. Avid briefly and unnecessarily reviewed this out of habit. He would not spend much time with her interview, because the upcoming contemporary news reports were going to contain much more information than he could obtain from her now. Later in the day she would be coherent and eloquent about her experience, so this interview was just a quick snapshot of her initial reaction.

Subject: Irma Santana Morales. Born: San Juan, Puerto Rico, March 31, 1993. Died: May 1, 2043. Cause: Car accident. Occupation: Hairdresser, nail stylist. Married: October 1, 2015. Divorced: December 13, 2017. Spouse: Vincente Morales, born Puerto Rico November 18, 1989. Children: Cristina Morales, born Washington D.C. May 14, 2016, Dante Jackson, born Washington D.C. April 17, 2019. Event consequences: PTSD. Depression.

He tuned into Irma, now standing shakily upright to make room for the doctor who was trying to stem Terence’s bleeding with her scarf. She stood beside the teenaged girl, whose arms were wrapped around her waist and who was pressing close to her. 

Avid stated in his report that Irma was suffering from shock. She hadn’t processed anything yet and felt as if she were moving underwater in a surreal dream. He gave the mental command, “Save to file, today’s local date.” 

The screen in front of him displayed a list of folder names. He identified and focused on, “Terence Jackson Witnesses.” The folder name turned blue when his eyes connected to it. Avid mentally commanded, “Upload” and Irma’s personal information uploaded to that folder, along with Avid’s observations of her mental and emotional state. It would now be accessible to staff from the Education Project, who would review it and incorporate it into history courses for older children. 

His next interview was with the teenaged girl. 

“Subject Data,” he silently commanded. His Alert Screen displayed her information.

Subject: Adella Santana. Born: Washington D.C., October 27, 2006. Died August 29, 2088. Cause: Cardiac arrest. Occupation: Registered nurse. Married: June 20, 2027. Spouse: Catalina Dixon, born March 2, 2001, died September 14, 2050. Cause: Breast cancer. Children: None.

Adella was nervously muttering expletives to herself as she looked down at Terence and then looked away, focusing primarily on her sister Irma, but frightened because she didn’t know how to make it all better. Irma was unresponsive and her eyes were unfocused. Who should Adella call? What should she do? Should she lead Irma away? Should she wait for the ambulance? 

“Irma!” she said urgently. She patted her cheek softly. “Come on, Irma.” That was the most frightening aspect of this, aside from seeing Terence lying there on the ground in a pool of blood: not knowing what to do. Ordinarily she would have turned to Irma for guidance, but her sister had checked out, and Adella was left to deal with it herself. She pressed her cheek to Irma’s and said, “It’ll be okay. It’ll be okay. It’ll be okay.” Irma responded with a slight nod and an empty look. Her teeth were chattering, and she was making a noise like a low hum. Adella patted her cheek again and then hugged her tightly.

Avid uploaded Adella’s report, then scanned the rest of the crowd for his next subject. There he was! Avid smiled to himself, a little star struck, thoroughly enjoying the moment. 

The small, slight-figured Black teenaged male in the backwards red Nationals baseball cap had wormed his way to the front of the crowd and was watching the scene in quiet panic. “This is me,” Avid heard him think as he studied Terence on the ground. “This is how I die one day.” And then Avid heard, “Is it always going to be this way?” And then, “Does anybody really care? Are we changing anything at all?”

The young man was just a few yards away from Terence and could see everything. He angrily, impulsively smashed his Black Lives Matter sign against the side of the building to his right, then emitted three guttural grunts with his face to the sky. He held his hands in fists at his side, and, then stopped to wipe snot from his nose and tears from his eyes with the sleeve of his jacket.

“God damn those fucking assholes!” he screamed. 

“Subject data,” Avid commanded. 

The screen displayed: Subject: Joseph D’Andre McKenna. Born: Washington, D.C. July 14, 2005. Died: March 13, 2097. Cause: Natural. Occupation: U.S. Senator, U.S. Ambassador to China, U.S. Secretary of State, U.S. Supreme Court Justice. Refer to the Joseph D’Andre McKenna historical file for extensive supplemental information.

Avid now felt Joseph’s hopelessness turn to rage, and transcribed his thoughts into the report. He would fight, the teenager decided in this galvanizing moment, furious and terrified. He would find a way to fight back. That thought generated a notation on Avid’s Alert screen that read, “Event Consequences: Refer to the Joseph D’Andre McKenna historical file in its entirety.” Avid filed the notation in the supplemental Terence Jackson Event Consequences folder. 

Avid mentally uploaded his report to the Terence Jackson Witnesses folder, sending a duplicate copy to the Joseph D’Andre McKenna historical file. 

The police arrived and began questioning the witnesses. Meanwhile, Avid reported on everyone within close proximity, uploading his observations one by one. 

Two additional white supremacists and one man with sadistic sexual tendencies were enjoying the spectacle. They did not display any emotion as they watched, but Avid could telepathically sense their glee. He uploaded their files with his observations.

Seventeen of the people in the ever-growing crowd would die of COVID-19 at some point during the pandemic. Several had only weeks or months to live. Two of these were contracting the virus at this event, so Avid uploaded those files to Terence Jackson Event Consequences.

A group of teenaged girls of different races in matching soccer uniforms were clustered together, pressed close, in shock, linking arms and holding hands, watching wide-eyed. Three of these would become social activists after witnessing this event, and required uploads to both Event Consequences and their individual supplemental historical records folders. Also uploaded to Event Consequences folder was the PTSD diagnosis of one of the other girls. The rest would effectively push the event out of their minds and only refer back to it as a story they would tell from time to time. They required no further documentation.

Seven people were holding up smart phones and recording the event. One of these turned his camera to the crowd and recorded everyone’s reactions, while three others were live streaming on Facebook. Avid felt from them all a sense of detachment. They were using the phones almost as emotional protection against the scene, because the phone screens provided distance and made Terence and his pool of blood appear small. However, all had an inflexible sense of purpose equal to that of Joseph D’Andre McKenna. Each person felt as if he or she was making history as, in fact, each one was. The names of the people with the phones would eventually be obscured and then lost, but the video clips they recorded would become a part of classroom discussion for centuries. These were the same videos that Avid had studied in school.

Terence Jackson was dead. The paramedics had arrived just moments after the police, and were strapping his body onto a gurney, which they covered with a sheet and wheeled out of the alley, and then across the street to the waiting ambulance, while police held the crowd back. 

Irma leaned heavily on Adella as the police continued to question them.

The pediatrician pressed her hands to her face for a moment, then slowly walked back to the march with her head down, wiping her eyes. Her grief was personal, and she was berating herself, unfairly, for failing to save Terence. Avid added that observation of her to her report.

The videographers uploaded their recordings to YouTube, Facebook, TikTok, and Instagram, and then dispersed into the street. The event was over, but the march continued.

“Locate Terence Jackson videos, today’s local date.” The screen displayed a list of all the websites where the seven videographers had uploaded their footage. 

Avid’s eyes connected with the files. He gave the command to “upload the videos to the Educator database, today’s common date.” 

The date he was referring to as “today’s common date” was August 1, 2754. However, the files would later be copied to the database forty years earlier, where all present and future Historian uploads were accessible from the outset of the Project. Avid chuckled to think that he was the one to upload the videos that he himself would study in school. He always enjoyed it when that happened.

Avid could now return to the control station.

He displayed his Alert screen and entered a pickup request with his coordinates. The control station’s tracking system automatically scanned the area to determine a time and specific pickup point when and where there would be no nearby observers, and then sent instructions back to him. These indicated that he should arrive at Dumbarton Oaks Park after 16:37 hours, but before 16:51 hours when observers would suddenly arrive.

At 16:28 hours the Uber driver left Avid at the entrance to the park. Avid received Alert screen directions to the secluded area where his travel pod would be arriving in a few minutes. He had plenty of time, so he began walking slowly, breathing the fresh air and enjoying the scenery as he took a meandering, casual, unhurried stroll toward the pickup point. The instructions pointed him to a thicket, then told him to push through it and into a clearing, where he saw a small, unmanned travel pod hovering overhead, obscured from the walk path by trees. It scanned and identified him as he approached and then landed in front of him. The door opened, and he boarded the aircraft. The travel pod rose, then silently sped upward and away at high speed. From the ground it looked like a black streak for perhaps half a second, and then it was gone. 

Nobody saw it.
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​CHAPTER 2: THE HISTORIAN PROJECT
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The Mitigators began building control stations in the year AD 2712, when Avid was eleven years old, partly in support of a massive effort by Educators to update their coursework and curriculum. Their intention was to replace the element of “history is written by the victors” with “history is a compilation of human experience.” This shift in focus was the very beginning of the Historian Project.

The mid-Atlantic control station opened in about AD 900 to observe and study the indigenous North American tribes before the arrival of the Vikings, and to document the Viking settlements when the settlers finally came. When the Pilgrims and other European settlers arrived later, it would serve as a very busy station from which time travel staff could observe and record the locals. It was already in place to cover the rise of the United States, with Washington D.C. as the hub of the world for a time, only a few short minutes away by air. By the twenty-first century, it housed roughly the same number of inhabitants as the city of Miami, Florida.

The mid-Atlantic control station was very active during the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, particularly during periods of political unrest and upheaval within the United States. This was one of those periods. Large twenty-eighth century aircraft hid in the clouds to monitor and record satellite transmissions and action on the ground. They were not visible on the screens of air traffic controllers, who could not assign them clear airspace because they could not see them, but they were fast and nimble in the sky, so they simply dodged and evaded local aircraft, whose occupants spotted them and shared the sky with them every day, but who were too afraid of mockery to report them as “UFOs”. 

On the ground, Historians attended pivotal historical events as live spectators, telepathically interviewing the main participants and the witnesses, and then submitting their reports to the twenty-eighth century Educator database so older schoolchildren could view the video footage, and then study and discuss the Historians’ observations. 

Hundreds or even thousands of Historians received assignments to record a myriad of internal high-level meetings among world leaders, who met in Washington, D.C. and New York. The Historians who were assigned to these roles typically resided on-land and passed as “locals,” working as interpreters or non-vital staff in the innermost offices of the government. Others monitored important publicly accessible events outside of government buildings, and across the entire eastern half of the United States and Canada. When access to an event was impossible or too dangerous, scanner footage recorded it, and someone from the Historian Project uploaded it to the Educator database. 

Historians had telepathic access to government officials, and could report on their true motivations and intent. They were privy to the secrets these leaders kept from the public, the threats they were under, and the closely-missed disasters the public never learned about. With access to this information, twenty-eighth century students had a far better grasp of the inner workings of historical world leadership than the locals could ever have had. In fact, many locals would have been broken-hearted, had they known what twenty-eighth century students knew about their revered and beloved leaders. 

In earlier time periods, before the Mid-Atlantic control station existed, time travel staff used “older” control stations in other parts of the world, and they traveled to North America from there, as necessary. While those were technically older because they were built earlier in history, they were all originally constructed at roughly the same time from the perspective of Avid’s era. Eventually there were dozens of densely populated control stations scattered all over the world.

The Mitigators built control stations in various time periods, positioning them where populations were about to increase, building more as earth’s timeline progressed. They placed the first one on a stable underwater mountain range in the Pacific Ocean, far to the west of what was then the super continent of Pangea. This control station housed scientists and geologists who were documenting the earth’s development and the movements of the continental plates, and who also recorded evolution from the Middle Jurassic Era up to the earliest evolution of the human race, when the Historians first arrived to record human history. 

The First Pacific control station also hosted and catered to a booming tourism industry. The Mitigators prohibited time travel tourism in eras that had hominids of any variety, only permitting unsupervised tourists to visit prehistoric eras where the climate was temperate, and dangerous predatory animals, such as dinosaurs, were not roaming the earth. To accommodate demand, the First Pacific control station housed the headquarters for the Hospitality Project, along with many inhabitants who worked for it. 

Eventually the tectonic plates would drift apart, and the continent of South America would move west to meet the First Pacific control station, which would ultimately become convenient to the coast of Peru. After the completion of additional control stations in other parts of the world during later eras, the First Pacific control station began to focus primarily on events in the Southern Hemisphere, then eventually concentrated solely on South and Central American history, from the eighth century up to Avid’s timeframe. 

The next-earliest densely-manned control stations pre-dated the mid-Atlantic control station by tens of thousands of years, and were positioned to monitor Asia and the South Pacific, Europe, and Africa. Historians arrived to document the dominance and decline of various hominids as they evolved into homo sapiens, and tracked the migration of populations all over the globe, all the way up to the Bering Strait, across Europe and Asia, and down to the South Pacific, Australia and New Zealand. From these control stations Historians observed and recorded the social constructs and languages of the earliest humans, and the rise and fall of civilizations in the various areas of the world. 

In the fifteenth century the Mitigators added a new control station off the coast of California, in time for Spain’s exploration of the Pacific Islands and the Americas. This control station served all of North America west of the Mississippi until they added the Great Lakes control station, and then another in the Gulf of Mexico. They still kept going.

The construction and growth of control stations continued until the underwater complexes became sprawling cities that each contained hundreds of thousands of time travel support staff and Historians during particularly busy and eventful historical eras. This was one of those historical eras, so most control stations across the world were almost full to capacity.

After a control station’s construction was complete, it maintained a permanent staff of maintenance technicians, who repaired and updated the structures and kept everything in working order. These workers oversaw the hydropower from the ocean currents, monitored air quality, sewage, and water desalinization, repaired the travel pods, designed and furnished the living units and community spaces, and fixed the plumbing in the individual apartments. 

Hydropower provided electricity, so power never shut down or ran out. Pipes pumped in fresh air from the ocean surface. Desalination pods provided fresh water. Sewage treatment buildings cleaned the waste, while Waste Control followed processes that left nothing impure in the oceans, and then eviscerated trash that meandered into their ocean space. 

Each control station had one “forested” nature preserve building that grew full-sized trees, with soil and grass-covered flooring above the roots, and birds and squirrels, raccoons, deer, woodchucks, chipmunks, fireflies and honeybees milling or flying about to enable people to experience and enjoy a parklike environment.

The Culinary Project had fisherman who caught the seafood, and farmers who harvested edible sea plants outside the complex for the chefs in the main cafeteria and the luxury restaurants. Chickens and ducks wandered freely in their “natural” assigned space within the Farm building, and provided eggs. Dairy cows grazed in the midst of them, and provided milk and cheese. Multiple multi-storied hydroponics buildings had entire massive levels devoted to growing corn, potatoes, and rice, or grains like wheat, barley, and oats, with a mill to grind them. Entire floors were devoted to vegetables and herbs. Other floors housed nut and fruit trees, berries and mushrooms, with bees that pollinated everything and supplied honey to the chefs and bakers. 

Chefs fed the control station with the food the farmers delivered to the kitchens, while bakers baked with the grains they milled onsite, along with the chocolate and spices the kitchen support staff procured in bulk on-land. Except for the novel treats they brought in from on-land sources, the complex was almost entirely self-sufficient, and had been since AD 900. 

The control station buildings that contained the living quarters were all cylindrical, more wide than tall, and had a common area in the center. Each building offered its occupants a large, free-but-basic cafeteria that could feed several hundred at a time, plus several luxury restaurants, indoor pools and saunas, exercise rooms, recreation rooms, a commissary, and rooms that offered holographic virtual reality experiences within any time or place that residents could select from a lengthy list. Residents had access to local television broadcasts and used twenty-first century computers to view contemporary websites on the Internet, but still had access to twenty-eighth century fare on their Alert screens. 

The Sports Project maintained a building at each control station with sports arenas and sports training, and held sporting events with professional athletes who competed against athletes from other control stations and other centuries. Amateur sports enthusiasts who reported to other Projects could qualify for leagues at any level, which competed against one another locally. 

The Arts Project building had theaters that presented films, live plays, dance performances and music concerts. Its Performance Arts and Music school contained studios to support students and practitioners of every type of musical, theater, filming or artistic expression. There was also a museum that displayed contributions from local talent. Amateur art, music or theater enthusiasts who reported to other Projects could participate in art classes, community theater productions and choir, or form their own bands. 

There was an entertainment building with an amusement park, playgrounds, “outdoor” swimming holes with rope swings, bicycle paths, and dog parks. 

The educational building was where all the children went to school, and where adults could continue their education.

The hangars housed all of the larger aircraft that roamed the skies above North America, and which startled and alarmed the pilots of local commercial and military aircraft. These pilots were still keeping their thoughts to themselves.

The multi-storied main building in the complex was shaped like a wheel with spokes, and contained eleven specialty restaurants that served different cuisines, where people could splurge to enjoy meals that were superior to the free cafeteria fare, and even the luxury restaurants in their own and other buildings. People who preferred to cook could purchase food at the commissary and prepare it in their apartment kitchens. They could even take scheduled cooking classes from the chefs. 

Higher floors in the main building contained the restaurants and entertainment facilities, along with various other publicly accessible areas, while on the main floor there was a community center, a bank, the large main commissary, and a medical wing. 

The Time Travel wing housed the time travel apparatus and the technicians who worked with it. The Historian Assimilation team worked out of the front of that wing, and served the people who came and went as they traveled through time. They assigned local identities and biographies to Historians, provided them with sufficient identifying documentation and cash, obtained and distributed up-to-the-minute clothing in Wardrobe, and most importantly taught Historians and their on-land support staff how to behave in the society they were about to visit. 

Control center inhabitants needed very little from the outside world, if the outside world did not have abundant resources at a particular time or place in history. People had comfortably lived this way for hundreds of years, since the very first ocean structures were built as a means of escaping climate change, long before construction began on the worldwide control centers. It was a very nice life, with very little sacrifice or deprivation for those who lived and worked there. The tradeoff was that some of the residents would never set foot on-land, or see the sun or open sky in their lifetimes.

Before the Historian Project, recorded history was merely propaganda that was written by the winners. It was incomplete and skewed by contemporary prejudices. It missed critical information due to widespread and extensive politically and personally-motivated cover-ups, and it relied heavily on unsupported hearsay from uninformed or biased sources. Huge knowledge gaps made much of it unreliable. It lacked commentary from the citizens who experienced history in real time, skimmed over their day-to-day experiences, lifestyles and emotions, and limited students in their efforts to fully understand and empathize with the people who endured events such as the eruption of Mount Vesuvius, the pillage of Genghis Kahn, or the annihilation of the Mesoamerican civilizations by the Spaniards. 

History had always traditionally concentrated on war, until the Mitigators shifted the focus of school curriculum at the very beginning of the Historian Project. Educators would now treat war, which history had always glorified, as a societal and leadership failure. School curriculum would still cover wars, but Educators would now deliver the content from the perspective of war victims, and as a means of identifying, dissecting, and studying the incompetence, poor judgment, and personal flaws of the leaders who engaged in war. That was the first, the most pivotal, and the most important change in educational focus. 

There was no empathy in history classes or historical texts until the Historian Project. Religions tried to teach empathy, but sometimes succumbed to warlike behaviors in contrast with their scripture. Storytellers, novelists and films sometimes taught empathy, but more frequently focused on entertainment.

After the Final War, this oversight and educational gap emerged as a monumental crisis, and the Mitigators were committed to addressing it. There would be no more denial or detachment from sordid events, they decreed. Everyone must see history just exactly as it had transpired, with a clear, unflinching eye. There would be no more looking away. There would be no more rationalizing of poor behavior, or spinning it into a triumph worthy of celebration. There would be no more memorization and recitation in the classroom of the dates of wars and conquests. 

History would now focus on individuals who, with the assistance of Historians, would each describe for twenty-eighth century schoolchildren the events, wars, upheavals and triumphs that they personally lived through. Students were now required to immerse themselves in the traumas of the past, and view history as the experience of real, specific individuals with names and lives, whom the Historians had identified and telepathically interviewed. Their various countries and various wars would now only serve as a backdrop. Educators presented this curriculum with an overview that described the events leading up to the moment of the interview, along with supplemental scanner footage of the events now taking place.

The Mitigators took the position that dramatic and traumatic events always require respect and appreciation for the people who experience them. In learning about the sacrifices and triumphs of people in the past, students must experience meditative introspection and clear-headed Educator-guided observational judgment of human behavior and its real consequences. 

There was no better way to teach children to be responsible and empathetic with their actions and their goals than to show them the real consequences of thirst for power, violence, personal aggrandizement, greed, and a lack of empathy prevalent in what was a brutal, dirty history of the Human Race. From now on, the people who actually experienced these events would personally describe them to the students through Historian transcriptions. 

The Mitigators had an aspirational goal when they conceived of the Historian Project. They completely overhauled school curriculum in order to guide children to an empathetic adulthood...because empathetic people do not start mindless wars.

Empathy became the foundation of education. In the earliest school grades when children were small, Educators showed them holographic videos with numerous examples of charity, helpfulness, kindness and love. Children watched children sharing, and comforting other crying children. They saw children playing well with other children. They received effusive praise and applause from the Educators, staff and the other children, whenever they emulated those behaviors.

They were shown videos of sick or injured puppies, and their heartwarming transformations to healthy and playful because of someone’s kind intervention. They saw animals that were natural enemies being friends and playing together, and were taught “no matter how different someone is from you, you can love that person.” 

Their days were filled with examples of sharing and loyalty, protection of the weak, and of generous encouragement, support, love and kindness toward everyone. 

As the children grew, the Educators slipped in darker examples, with simple straightforward events that demonstrated clear “good” and “bad” behaviors in uncomplicated situations. Then, the curriculum of older children gradually included increasingly complicated and distressing trauma, still offset by heartwarming demonstrations of love and puppies. Children were always encouraged to feel what the participants had felt long ago in the darker examples, and to sympathize. They were taught to never, ever, ever engage in the “bad” behavior they witnessed in the events they studied.

When children reached their teens the messages grew darker still, and they had to finally watch and study the very worst of mankind.

Twenty-eighth century society did not have current news broadcasts with constant violent crimes, and constant streams of war footage and death counts. The people there and then, except for the very oldest, were not exposed to the shock of violence in their own time, and they did not accept it as an unavoidable part of the background noise. In order for students to fully understand the ramifications of violence, they had to vicariously experience it.

There were risks to doing this, so every student’s exposure to historical trauma had to be measured, thoughtfully spaced apart, and offset at a five-to-one ratio by carefully administered positive lessons. To prepare students for lessons covering violent and disturbing historical events, Educators presented short “preview” clips to ease students into them gradually, and acclimate them to the lessons before they could delve into them more deeply. Students meditated before class. They performed the required breathing exercises after class. Hugs were generously given to students as they processed what they watched, and sometimes an entire class was intertwined, holding onto each other in a group hug and crying, while the Educator and staff support spread wide hugs across the students on the fringes of the huddle. Psychological support was on site, accessible, and mandatory. Everyone would see history as it actually was, and everyone would receive support in coping with the impact history would now have on every individual from this point forward. 

The objective of the Educators was to make historical events real to the students, to have them connect emotionally to the people who experienced the events, and to make them learn about the aftereffects of historically poor behavior so that society would never repeat that poor behavior again. People had not learned from history before, and so they had continually repeated it. The Historian Project would break that cycle, the Mitigators hoped.

Forty years earlier, a Mitigator at a global conference displayed historical footage and images of an ancient war and said, “History should not be dry; it should make us cry.” It became a catch phrase in their society. 

“What we propose is a deep dive into the thoughts, feelings and experiences of the people you see in these images, and in all the other images that will confront us in the upcoming years. We propose that we all respect—and honor—human hearts and experiences throughout history in all the events that we can record and show to you, and by extension the hearts and experiences of all the people whose images we can never see. We can study them, and we can learn.”

The Project was successfully approved and launched. The effort began in earnest when Avid was twelve years old, when the control stations were now in place and being staffed with newly-trained support personnel. The Mitigators then interviewed and selected the first wave of Historians. By the time Avid was thirteen, the very first of the new Historians had completed their studies and were dispatched into History. He dreamt of being one himself, and studied diligently in his effort to become one. 

After the Project launched, the process of assigning, training, and deploying Historians became a worldwide-supported effort. Everyone wanted to be a Historian, in part because Historians and certain Historian Project control station support staff were permitted to travel on-land in the past. 

People could pay to travel back in time to the various control stations as often as they liked, but they could never venture on-land, because people create havoc with the continuum, and they trigger Anomalies without close supervision and intensive training. Those wealthy enough to afford the higher fares for on-land travel were limited to unpopulated locations in prehistoric times, or to blindingly expensive group tours led by qualified tour guides, who could interact with the locals on their behalf as they traveled within more recent eras. “Tourists” could never interact with anyone on-land at any price. 

On-land tours were so expensive that people usually only experienced a few of them in a lifetime, if they were lucky enough to experience any at all. Consequently, promotion to “Historian” was a heartfelt dream for people who yearned to travel. They raced to take advanced courses in telepathy so they could qualify as Historians, studied the technical aspects of the job, practiced their meditation and breathing techniques, and sat for twelve-hour exams. Avid watched all this impatiently and waited for his turn.

The Mitigators narrowed down candidates based on intelligence, proven good judgment, and high placement on the empathy scale. Then they personally interviewed and selected each one. 

Historians immediately rose in the social hierarchy, becoming quasi-celebrities. Admission to the program became more and more competitive as a result. Most people could not reasonably hope to be nominated to be a Mitigator or be appointed to the role of Educator, but “Historian” was within their grasp if they had the aptitude and worked hard enough.

In twenty-eighth century society, Mitigators were the top of the social hierarchy and acted together as world leaders. Educators were of the next highest social order, and Historians followed immediately behind them. Obtaining acceptance to a training class for Historians was a heady, giddy cause for celebration. Failure was crushing. Those who failed to qualify usually joined the Historian Project as control station support at some location in the past, applying for positions in maintenance, banking, housekeeping, restaurant staff, farming, finance, wardrobe, tourism and more. Many of those positions required them to go on-land to perform various tasks in support of the control center and the Historians. That was the primary lure to many of them, who all resettled in various control stations, scattered throughout time.

Most of the world’s population lived scattered everywhere in earlier eras, or lived in the ocean, which did not claim statehood. By the late twenty-seventh century geopolitical leadership was no longer feasible. The population was now divided into “Projects” instead of countries, with each Project focusing on a different aspect of day-to-day life and societal development. Each Project had its own separate team of Mitigators, who wrote the laws specific to that Project, and led the people within it.

The Historian Mitigators drew up rules and laws for the Historian Project, covering the actions Historians could and could not take on-land, and the things they could and could not say to contemporary locals when they went back in time. They could not anticipate every outcome, and the project was still relatively new, so the Mitigators tweaked the rules as they observed the process in real time. 

They would urgently find it necessary to implement a new rule today.
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​CHAPTER 3: THE McKENNA ANOMALY
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SUNDAY, MARCH 14, 2021: TIME 17:16 HOURS

The door to the transitional chamber opened as the travel pod coasted through the water to the parking area beneath Avid’s apartment building. The sound and vibration of the wildlife deterrent rang out as sea life scrambled to safety, rather than follow the travel pod through the door and get trapped within the chamber. Then the door closed behind it.

The pod slowly made its way through the low-ceilinged first chamber, where it was still submerged. The door to the second chamber opened, and the pod passed through it. The door closed behind it. The pod rose to the surface of the water within a high-ceilinged chamber, where it coasted to its docking station between two walkways that led into the building. Several hundred other pods were parked throughout the chamber and were available to anyone for travel between the buildings, and for aboveground travel for those who had clearance to go on-land. 

Avid disembarked onto the walkway, entered the building, and walked toward the apartment he was staying in for the duration of this assignment. As he reached his door, the Alert screen displayed pulsing red in front of his face. It simply said, “Anomaly.”

The Criminal Justice Project addressed law enforcement, which had changed significantly throughout the centuries. That Project was particularly important to the Historian Project, because Historians had the unique power to change history with a misspoken word or thoughtless action. Doing this and causing an Anomaly was a serious criminal act, even if it was unintentional. 

Because they had the unique power to alter the continuum, Historians were more likely to experience imprisonment than any other group of people. The Mitigators could not prevent Historians from criminal infractions that caused Anomalies, but they, with the Criminal Justice Project, could implement deterrents that made Historians more cautious and less likely to commit them. 

Historians were subject to the harshest laws and punishments of any of the Project teams. In that sense, the career was the riskiest of all of them, and was not suitable for people who spoke or acted thoughtlessly.

While the threat of an Anomaly was always in the back of Avid’s mind, he took strict precautions to prevent himself from causing one, just as the Mitigators hoped all Historians would. To see the word “Anomaly” flashing on his Alert screen was terrifying.

Avid muttered “Whoa,” and went into his apartment, where he nervously threw himself onto the couch. He pulled off his Nikes, kicked them under the coffee table and tried to compose himself, rubbing his temples and taking deep yoga breaths. He stared out the wide, tall windows onto a glorious panorama of artificially illuminated and teeming sea life, hoping it would calm him down. He wanted to give himself a minute before he faced the bad news. He had never before triggered an Anomaly. This was a Historian’s highest crime and most chilling nightmare.

Outside his over-large windows the sea life was tranquilly beautiful, with fish swimming past and plant life calmly swaying in the currents. The surrounding ocean was essentially an enormous saltwater aquarium, with fish and plant life performing hypnotically for Avid’s benefit, so he turned his eyes to the scene to brace himself before addressing the Anomaly.

A blue shark meandered past the window. Avid hoped this was not a bad omen.

“Proceed,” Avid instructed the display screen. He nervously bit the cuticle of his thumb.

“Revised instructions,” the screen read. “Conference.”

The screen then displayed the live image of Vendi, who was one of the Mitigators’ spokespeople. Avid had worked with her several times before.

“Hi, Avid,” she said. “Change in plans. Here’s what happened.”

Avid froze. He held his breath and chewed the cuticle of his forefinger, trying to replay the event in his mind so he could pinpoint exactly where he had made the critical misstep.
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