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      Haylee Dahlen jerked awake, sitting up on the cold transport bench, trying hard to take in her surroundings. Dark, cool, stinky.

      She wrinkled her nose against the stench. A mix of something dead and something that had passed through something alive.

      She needed to move.

      It was always like this on a jump back. Dissociative and disorienting, and with a touch of a nauseas gut.

      Time travel could be a nasty cow. Still, it was working out better than cartography ever would have.

      She was good at maps, but a little too obsessive over details.

      Taking a deep breath, through her mouth, Haylee blinked to focus. Likely it would take a few minutes for her eyes to come right, and her tummy. As if her whole body had to recalibrate.

      Tiny tingles ran through her legs and back and arms.

      From nearby came the sounds of voices. Laughter. Shouts. The clink of glasses. That's right, the arrival room was part of a tavern. A floor below, people would be downing ale from tankards, tossing their pennies on the bar and downing more.

      Like her mother in those final weeks.

      Come on Haylee. Dwelling on the past will not move you forward.

      It had taken a whole lot of therapy to reach that point.

      Just go on, her mother had whispered hoarsely. Go on and live out the best life you can. It's all you or I or anyone else have.

      Haylee shuddered at the memory. Things had always been strained with her mother. Right on up, almost, until, sitting at the bedside and her mother had gasped and her hand, clasping Haylee's hand, had gone slack.

      Departures. Haylee's life seemed to often be about departures.

      Now, she was in a room. Perhaps sixty square feet. Light came around the edges of what might have been a painted or papered-over window. The structure creaked. Perhaps she was on the third or second story.

      Victorian England. Technically

      Eighteen fifty-five. Right between the first and second industrial revolutions. Beyond the stinky little room's walls, factories would be belching smoke, and machinery would be making its way across the fields improving harvests. Kilns would be running twenty-four hours a day baking bricks.

      Diseases rampant, but also with a whole bunch of smart people looking at sanitation and even primitive immunization.

      A time when the world changed dramatically.

      To a woman from the late twenty-first century, it was going to be both a treat and a torture. Amid her fascination and goggling, she would have to remember that she had a job to do.

      A man to track down. A man to bring back to twenty ninety-eight to face trial.

      Haylee brought up her watch--well, chronometer, really, since it could keep track of her displacement through the stream. It was her tenuous link back to home. So long as she was wearing it, she could return pretty much instantly.

      Besides that incident back in Byzantine Rome, it had always worked for her. And that other time, she'd been with Carly, and they'd figured it out together.

      They hadn't even needed to deal with the last-ditch emergency of the little chip embedded in the back of their necks. From what Haylee had heard, that could be nasty.

      The chronometer's face told Haylee that it was a little after eight in the morning on September twenty-third, eighteen fifty-three.

      Eighteen fifty-three.

      Not eighteen fifty-five.

      Well that was just great.

      Perfect really.

      Tilly, Haylee's grandmother, would tell her that she needed to be less sarcastic, but what else could you do in a situation like this?

      Two years early.

      Haylee had worked long hours and many years with the teams of technicians and scientists, on making the calibration of the jumps back more and more precise.

      In those early days, before her time, the windows had been wide open. You might arrive a hundred and fifty years before your intended date. Or a hundred and fifty later.

      Glen Moskow had wound up almost getting run down by a Ford in 1930s Cairo when he'd been aiming to see the final construction of the Great Pyramid of Giza. He'd only missed by about forty-five hundred years.

      Instead of watching the placing of the gold cap, he'd landed in a pile of camel dung.

      But these days, a two year miss was unusual. Practically unheard of.

      There were just sixteen of them now, in the research lab, chewing up inordinate amounts of power for a single jump. All the recent trips from the team had been spot on, really. Not more than a week or so out from their intended arrival date.

      Anyway, the Heseldan Institute always targeted earlier ahead of later. Time might be a fluid swirling thing, but on the ground, you were always moving forward. No sense in arriving after the event you needed to witness.

      This time was different, though. And it all pointed to a likely closure of the institute itself.

      Fox Palton, former Heseldan Institute employee, had embezzled a cool quarter million, converted it to gold, stashed it somewhere, and made an escape through the portal.

      At first it had looked like the guy was a sap, despite a solid record of research through the eighteen hundreds. He'd been easy to track through the time stream and two jumpers had gone back to get him.

      Only to find that he had covered his tracks.

      Jessica and Nate had practically had to tear the equipment down to its constituent parts to find where Fox had installed an optical baffler--as they called it--that had made all the details kind of chaotic and loose and unreadable.

      It had taken Haylee's patience and eagle-eye to pore over the details and determine exactly where Fox had ended up.

      And for some reason Director Stephens had thought that made Haylee the perfect candidate to actually take the trip to retrieve him.

      Hardly. But that argument had fallen on ears filled with concrete or some other sound-proof substance. Ears with unresponsive tympanic membranes or something.

      So here she was, with two years to kill before Fox would even show up.

      Assuming that she had the timing right.

      Haylee sighed and sat back on the transport bench. At least she had that, with its locker of useful equipment and currency and toiletries.

      As she turned to it, a banging sound made her jump.

      "Haylee!" a woman's voice shouted from outside the room. "Haylee? You in there?"
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      With a deep, almost deathly creak a small door swung slowly open into the room.

      A moment of tension ran through Haylee.

      Someone stepped through, silhouetted by dim light from outside.

      Haylee recognized her.

      Marline. From back at the Heseldan Institute.

      Even in the half light, she looked older.

      "Here you are!" Marline said. "We have had just a devil of a time trying to locate you."

      "I just got here." Haylee shook her head at herself. She knew as well as anyone who worked that the Heseldan Institute that the concept of 'just got here' was moot.

      Of course Marline looked older. She would have left perhaps four or five years after Haylee.

      Marline had a palm flashlight and she shone it around. The room was in worse shape than Haylee had imagined. Rough board walls, with fluids running down, holes in the roof tiles, some kind of covering on the floor that was peeling up and sagging in places.

      Haylee peered up and saw stars through the holes in the roof.

      "So," Haylee said. "Things have gone desperately bad?"

      "'Desperately' would likely be considered an understatement."

      Haylee sighed.

      "What's the update?" she said.

      "Not here," Marline said. "I can't believe you chose somewhere with an odor like this."

      "Kind of hard to not, in Victorian England."

      "Yes," Marline said. "You think you're in Victorian England" She sighed. "Well."

      "I'm not?" Haylee said.

      "Come for a walk with me. Let's get this taken care of."

      "Don't do that." It was disconcerting. "Tell me."

      The palm flashlight floated away and drifted up near the beams of the ceiling, casting light down. Marline went to the transport table and opened one of the cache doors.

      "So," Marline said. "You remember how you all pulled apart the transmitter?"

      "Not me. Jessica and Nate."

      "Right. But then after they found the optical degrader, and you determined where he'd gone, you were the next one through. Through the transmitter, right?" Marline removed a small package from the cache and placed it on top of the table. A little medical kit.

      Then another two packs. A micro tool set, and a two-day rations pack. Like she was making up a survival kit.

      "Oh," Haylee said, feeling another tingle. Not from the transition. Rather from some kind of realization.

      The transmitter itself was broken. At least it had been broken when she'd used it.

      "Busted?" she said.

      "Yes," Marline said. "But not so anyone would know it."

      "Is that why you couldn't find me?" Haylee looked at her chronometer. Eighteen Fifty-Three. Somehow it was wrong.

      "That and a bunch of other things," Marline said. She stood and slipped the survival kit pieces into a satchel she was wearing. She was dressed in Victorian clothes--a simple muslin dress, worn leather shoes and a thick woolen coat. It was almost the same outfit at Haylee herself had on.

      Regulations. You might be allowed to take all sorts of gadgets and food and medications with you into the past, but you at least had to look the part.

      "Come on," Marline said. "We don't have long."

      Which was an old Heseldan Institute joke, really. When you were entangled in the business of time travel, you essentially had all the time you needed.

      Still, Haylee followed Marline out of the room.

      "My calibration here says it's Victorian England," Haylee said. By instinct she tapped her chronometer. Perhaps she would shake loose some wire and it would give her better details. She smiled at herself. A ridiculously finely-tuned piece of equipment didn't just shake loose some wire and start working more effectively.

      "It would," Marline said. "And it's not far off, but enough that we're going to have to fix it. Germany. Late seventeen hundreds."

      "Pre-industrial."

      "Yes it is."

      "So we can just go back to the Heseldan Institute, can't we?"

      "Well, about that now. No."

      "What do you mean 'no'?"

      They'd come into a short hallway. The floor was rough boards and the walls were stone. Rough too. Shaped a little, and laid without mortar.

      "Are we in a castle?" Haylee said.

      "Yes. South of Bremen. Just a little garrison fortification, so nothing fancy."

      "How did I end up here?"

      "As I mentioned, damage to the equipment. The whole calibration was out. By a couple of microns, I imagine. Enough to toss you here."

      "I guess I'm glad for failsafes."

      However they worked, fluffy logic or accurate-randomness, the failsafes tended to ensure that when a traveler arrived, it was in an unoccupied space. Gavin had explained once, over dinner and drinks and a nice walk in the Kolanski Arboretum, exactly how they had worked and still the concept eluded Haylee. She just accepted it.

      It had been a second date with Gavin, which was nice, but then he'd gone missing a few weeks later, somewhere in Flanders in nineteen seventeen.

      "We're all glad for them," Marline said. "I still don't get how they work. And I don't get how they work when the equipment's main function doesn't."

      They started descending a stairway. Stone too.

      "Why aren't we going back?" Haylee said.

      "You have a job to do, remember?"

      "Yep," Haylee said. "So I'm going to have to wait around sixty or seventy years?"

      "I'm sure we can do better than that," Marline said.

      "I know. I was kidding."

      They would just have to wait until the next cycle and send a ping and the retrieval systems would pull them back. Fortunately those required little calibration.

      Gavin had described it as being like a rubber band with a pin in it. You could stretch out the band as far as you liked, but the pin never moved. The return would jerk you right back to the origin.

      There were a whole bunch of issues with the analogy, but it still had helped Haylee to understand the concept.

      Marline turned a corner and they continued down the stairway.

      "Germany," Haylee said.

      "Yes it is. Don't worry, we'll get you back to Victorian England soon enough."

      The smells improved. Haylee caught the scent of baking bread. They passed by a small stone-walled kitchen, with a glittering wood oven, and a sweltering baker working dough on a wood block.

      Haylee stopped to watch for a moment, but Marline grabbed her arm and pulled her on down the next flight of stairs.

      "I thought this was a small fort," Haylee said. "How many stories is it?"

      "Not so many more," Marline said. "It's narrow, for one. I think your room was an add-on. Propped up on the side."

      Haylee could picture it. A box held up by a couple of angled timbers. So many of their trips back involved spending time in structures made before any kinds of building codes had come into force.

      Two more flights and Marline led Haylee into what had to be a dungeon. If the fort was for a garrison, then a dungeon made sense. They would have drunks and bandits and brigands to lock up from time to time.

      Inside one of the cells stood a bright, shiny, chromed vehicle. Like a nineteen fifties idea of a futuristic flying car.

      No tires. It hovered just above the stone floor.

      The central cabin had a bulbous glass covering that formed both the windows and the roof.

      "What is this thing?" Haylee said.

      "I guess there have been a few changes at the Heseldan Institute since you went missing," Marline said. "This is a time car."

      "You couldn't come up with a better name?"

      Marline shrugged.

      "The Chrome Hopper," Haylee said. "Oh! The Chromed Chronoslipper."

      "Please don't do that."

      "The Silvery Steed of the Timestreams."

      "Haylee. You're supposed to be distraught that you're in the wrong time and the wrong place."

      "I was, but then I took one look at this thing. What a honey!"

      Marline sighed.

      "Get in," she said, tapping at her own chunky chronometer. "Let's take you where you need to be."
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