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One
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Lyle was confused for a moment to find himself in a car. The last thing he remembered was going to bed. He lifted his hands to look at them and sighed as he saw how small they were. He was a child. Of course. This was the same vision he’d been having all week. Everything so disorientingly familiar as well as jarringly different. Before he could crane his neck to have a look at anything else, the car slowed, the door to his side opening. The woman at his side—his mom—pushed him out of the car and he fell onto the pavement, open mouthed. 

He heard shouting and screaming as he was surrounded by legs and he could not see anything else, no matter how hard he tried. There was a lot of shouting and screaming. His body hurt and he opened his mouth, but before he could start crying, someone caught him and lifted him up. Lyle was completely lost in the vision, as it usually happened at this time. His eyes followed the woman, willing himself to remember her face or any of the things he saw. The man who had him had his face to the road. Lyle hiccupped and saw the car spin and spin, and it kept spinning like a top, except a lot slower. He could see Mom in the car, her face white. He started to struggle, because the grip on his middle was hurting him, but whoever held him was not letting go. 

He saw the truck, the big black truck coming. It was huge, the largest truck he ever saw, a monster truck, larger than an elephant, and just as slow. Lyle heard a screech and a squeal and then the truck started to spin too. Slowly, ever so slowly, it came closer to the car before it nudged its side, and both vehicles started spinning together in a weird dance. He started crying because his body hurt, and someone was holding him tight, and his palms were scraped, and the vehicles just kept dancing. They touched another car which joined the dance and then another. He heard a lot of screaming and sirens and saw orange flames surrounding the dancing vehicles and they were dancing too. 

Mom was nowhere and the grip on him hurt, and his eyes stung with the smoke, and he could only hear screams and sirens, and the cars were not dancing anymore. He could not see anything now because the smoke was thick and black. He rubbed his scraped hands across his eyes, but they only stung more and whoever was holding him was moving away, not letting him go.

“Mom!” he whimpered, and his throat hurt as he shouted loudly now, “MOM!”

“Hey, Lyle.” Someone shook him, and he opened his eyes to look into a familiar pair of eyes. Audrey’s concerned face swam into focus. “You were thrashing about,” she said as he sat up and she sat by him. “Vision or nightmare?”

He sank back to the bed, taking her hand and bringing it to his cheek. He was drenched in sweat. “I saw the accident, again,” he said, closing his eyes. “I wish I knew where it happened.”

“And what would you do if you did?” She lay down next to him, pulling her hand free and putting an arm around him. “You can’t do anything about it.”

“Why am I seeing these things if I can’t even stop them?” he muttered.

“Because it’s the law?” she murmured. “We know that’s how these things work.” 

He did, but some visions were harder to deal with than others. He was pretty sure that not only was the woman dead, but that the kid was being kidnapped. Yet, he couldn’t figure out who they were, where it happened, even though the road looked so familiar. 

Audrey kissed him lightly on the cheek and rose. “You’re going to be late for work if you don’t get up soon.”

“It’s only 7,” he said, closing his eyes. “I have time.”

“Well, I’ve to be in early today,” she said, gathering up her night clothes and putting them in the laundry basket. “I’m getting a new assignment.”

He half rose at the words. It never stopped him from being uneasy, these assignments of hers. “What is it this time?”

“I’ll know only when I see the boss,” she said, opening the wardrobe and taking out her work clothes. “He’s asked for me personally.”

“Why does that not reassure me?” He rubbed his eyes, completely awake now as he sat cross legged on the bed. 

“I can take care of myself, you know,” she said, turning to him and smiling. It never failed to amaze him, how patient she was with his insecurities. “You’re going to have to trust me.”

“You know I do,” he said. Which was true. There was no one else he trusted as much as Audrey. “That doesn’t mean I won’t worry.”

She shook her head at him, her expression soft and fond before she disappeared into the bathroom. He sank back to the bed once again, sighing. He meant it when he said he would worry. Her job was dangerous, and if the top boss asked for her, it meant the assignment would be twice as dangerous as usual. He couldn’t blame them for wanting to send her, though. Audrey was the best Hunter Mage they had. Her impressive tracking and fighting skills coupled with her powerful magic made her a deadly weapon against criminals. 

But it was always hard to be the one to stay home and wait and hope. Most of her missions needed stealth which meant they couldn’t be in touch. Lyle could only be grateful for the rings they wore that allowed them to communicate in a dreamscape. The rings had been his own invention, made in a frenzy of anxiety during one of her missions. When she had come back, safe, and he had given one to her, explaining what it did, she had thanked him, kissed him, and accepted it.

Abel would likely have shouted and–

Lyle cut off that line of thought and turned the ring over on his finger. 

Lyle knew his own limitations. The world Audrey lived in and worked was entirely different from the one he inhabited. He knew and accepted that, but he couldn’t help being worried either. It wasn’t that he was useless but compared to her and some of the criminals she had arrested, he might well have been. He was not a fighter in that sense. Perhaps he could defend himself, now that Audrey and her best friend Nico had trained him a bit, but that was all. If it came to a physical fight, he might always need Audrey to protect him. Which he didn’t mind, but it also meant that he was no help when she went on a mission. 

“I love you,” he said as she exited the bathroom, clad in only a towel. “And I trust you, but… I just am so scared, Audrey.”

Her eyes softened. “I know, Lyle, but I am always as careful as I can be,” she said. “There are always things beyond our control, but that could happen at home as well as anywhere else. You of all people should know that.”

He nodded. “I do.” His past and his visions were a constant reminder of that. “Be careful out there,” he said. “Come back safely, and don’t take too long.”

She took her clothes and conjured up a partition. “I’ll let you know where I’m going,” she said from behind it. “Stop worrying about me and start figuring out your vision.”

“All right,” he said. 

His vision. Right. Not that it was going to do any good to figure it out. They were forbidden from interfering. All they could do was stand by and watch, helpless, but it was a record for posterity. Every vision they decoded was a way forward for other Seers. All the same, he couldn’t stop wishing he had seen through the eyes of anyone but a small child. 

Stupid laws and useless powers.

The partition disappeared and Audrey approached him, fully dressed in her red and white Hunter Mage uniform, saying, “You should get up if you don’t want to be late.”

She bent down to kiss his cheek before he could reply and he was enveloped in the scent of roses and chocolate, and the faint whiff of her lavender perfume. Her auburn hair brushed his bare chest as she placed a hand on his cheek, looking into his eyes.

“See you later,” she said. “I love you.”

He raised his hand and placed it on the back of her head, pushing himself up and reaching to kiss her. Her lips were soft and warm, and she tasted of lipstick and mint flavoured toothpaste and coffee. He drew her closer, deepening the kiss. He could never have enough of her. She kissed him back, her hands gripping his shoulders, her nails digging in, but he could hardly feel them, as he was lost in the feel of her. His hand found his way underneath her shirt when she broke the kiss, straightening, and pulling away.  

“I need to go,” she said, eyes full of laughter and something else. She sounded breathless “And you need to get up.”

“I love you,” he said as if she hadn’t already said it, as if they hadn’t said it to each other countless times before. 

She smiled, her eyes crinkling at the corners. “I love you too,” she said, as she straightened. “Bye.” She smoothed down her shirt and left. 

Lyle rubbed the back of his neck. Perhaps he should tell his boss about the vision. 

Lyle and Audrey both worked for the same company, Temporal Corps Inc, one of the largest and oldest mage companies in the country, and one who had a patented device for time travel which was regulated and monitored strictly. They were authorised by the government to do a lot of things that used to be done by the governments in the past which again meant that oversight and supervision was very strict. 

Lyle was a Seer while Audrey was a Hunter Mage which meant she captured criminals while he saw visions. No Seer was allowed to use their visions to change the future just as no Hunter Mage was allowed to harm a criminal in the pursuit of their duties. They were only allowed to capture and restrain and to use only enough force needed for that. If a criminal had so much as a broken bone, the Hunter Mage was going to be arrested as well.

Not that Audrey had ever done something like that. She was far too good at her job, a fact that Lyle was extremely proud of. He yawned and snuggled into the sheets. He had enough time for a quick nap before his alarm. He hoped he wouldn’t see any more visions while he slept. Visions while sleeping was literally the worst. 


Two
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Audrey walked into the office of the head of their company, outwardly confident, but inwardly quaking. It wasn’t often the big man gave out assignments personally, and she was conscious of what an honour it was. There was a part of her mind that sounded like Lyle that screamed at her to be careful, that this could be the most dangerous assignment of her career, Yet, when had she ever allowed danger to deter her? This was a big moment for her, and she was confident that she could deal with whatever was given her. It was the first time she was being handed a mission from the very top, the first time she had been in this office, and that made her nervous. 

“Ah, Audrey.” 

Blaine Murdoch gave her a swift smile, waving her to a chair across his desk. She had an impression of space and opulence in the office. It was not what she had expected. Murdoch always dressed simply, even austerely, that she had expected his surroundings to reflect that, but the contrast between the man and his office couldn’t be starker. She took her seat, crossed her legs and her fingers under the desk, and waited. 

“I have had my eye on you for quite some time,” Murdoch said, his grey eyes intent on her face. “Your immediate superiors are highly impressed with your work. They say you are the best we have.”

“Thank you, sir.” Audrey couldn’t help the colour that rose to her cheeks even as she tried to appear unaffected by the praise. She made a mental note to thank Helen the next time she saw her. She knew that her superior appreciated her, but not to this extent. 

“That is why I have chosen you for a special assignment,” Murdoch pushed a cube towards her. “The details are in the data cube. They will erase once you’ve perused them, so make sure to memorise it all.”

“Of course,” she replied, taking the cube and putting it in her pocket.

“You have two hours to memorise the contents of that cube. After that you will leave on your mission. You will contact no one before you go. You will tell no one where you are going. I shall brief Helen on anything that needs to be said.”

“I have a life-partner,” she said, disturbed. She couldn’t just leave without telling Lyle!

“He shall be informed that you’ve left on a highly classified and top-secret mission,” Murdoch said. “He works for us, doesn’t he? He would understand the need for secrecy. The details in that cube cannot be shared with anyone. Do you understand me?”

Audrey nodded. “Yes, sir. I wasn’t suggesting otherwise. I would still like to say goodbye to him.”

“Not possible. You’ll know why when you go through those details. Dismissed.”

She rose automatically, and went out, her mind in a whirl. Leave in two hours? No goodbye to Lyle, not even a word to him or anyone? But Murdoch said he would brief everyone, and she had to trust that. 

A man materialised out of nowhere. She recognised Murdoch’s assistant, Joachim. 

“This way, Leden.” 

The title never failed to make a warmth bloom inside her chest. She had worked long and hard to become a Leden, a Hunter Mage, one who hunted down and caught criminals. Of course, the pinnacle of her ambition was to be a Kedrin, a Hunter Mage who was allowed to travel through time. Audrey had been to a few missions that involved time travel, but she was not officially a Kedrin yet. 

Joachim led her into a room bare of all furniture save for a chair.

“Study that cube. Make your way to the preparation rooms once you are done. No detours.”

The preparation rooms meant time travel. Audrey felt her heart rate and excitement both spike. Joachim vanished, and she looked at the cube. She both dreaded what was on it and yet couldn’t help but feel excited. An assignment so important and classified that she wasn’t allowed to tell even her fucking life-partner? She placed her hands on the cube, allowing her magic to memorise its contents. It took barely ten minutes, and she sat back at the end of it, her skin clammy and her heart racing.

Are they fucking serious?

The thought was involuntary. But her disbelief would not leave. Murdoch was right about one thing though. She couldn’t have told anyone even if she had been permitted to. Except Lyle, of course. She would have told him. If she couldn’t trust Lyle, who could she trust? What was intriguing and even a bit galling was that she was not Murdoch’s first choice. From everything she had learned, it seemed more like she was his last desperate gamble. For all his sweet words, he hadn’t thought her competent enough to handle this when it first came up. 

But she was officially a Kedrin now. Her promotion was part of the package. Yet, Audrey couldn’t feel anything but indignation and even a bit of apprehension. 

She rose and started pacing. She had two hours. Better make use of them. The data in the cube would wipe itself at the end of those two hours. Going back to the cube, she started sorting through everything in there till she could recite them in her sleep. It was almost time to leave now, and she did not want to think or worry about her chances of success.

She twisted the ring she wore on her middle finger. She would have to leave it behind, of course, but with a thought, she activated its magic. Whatever Murdoch said and thought, this was a job where she needed help. There wasn’t anyone else she could trust except Lyle and Nico. Which meant she had to break a few rules. 

Audrey knew that this was a gamble and a risk. Not just trusting Lyle and Nico with this but asking them for help. If someone found out, they would be in trouble. Yet, she knew they wouldn’t baulk at it, and she wasn’t so proud as to disdain asking for help when she needed it. 

She drew a couple of deep breaths to calm herself down. This might be something so entirely different from what she had ever done, but that didn’t mean it was impossible. Even though Murdoch didn’t believe in her, despite his words—that she had been a last resort hinted at that—but she had faith in her abilities, and in Lyle. She would do this. She would prove to Murdoch that he didn’t make a mistake when he chose her. 

The preparation rooms were in a separate building at the southwest corner of the Temporal Corps compound. Audrey took the portal there, since she was already pressed for time. She smiled at the thought. She had always wanted an assignment that involved serious time travel but had never thought she would get one. Excitement was bubbling through her, even as the practical part of her admonished her for it. Travelling through time was not something to be taken lightly. She would need to learn everything about the place and the period. Her magic would provide clothing and money appropriate to the time period, but only if she already knew what they were. This was far back, but not primitive times, thankfully. 

None of the prior assignments she had which needed time travel had involved her travelling back for more than a few years at the most. Despite the name of their organisation, time travel was severely restricted, mainly because no one had ever studied in full the repercussions it might have on the future. Only the time traveller could remember what the future they had left was like and even that memory was wiped by itself soon after they returned to their own time, so no one ever knew if their excursions into the past had had any impact on the future. Even the records changed by themselves as the future changed. As such, time travel was undertaken only rarely and in the direst of circumstances. This was certainly one of those. 
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THE DOORS TO the preparation block opened as soon as she reached them. Obviously, she was expected. A woman stood inside, dressed in clothes of the earth tones favoured by those who worked in that division. There were no fixed uniforms or colours specified by the company, but the Hunters all preferred shades of red and white, the Seers like Lyle liked shades of blue, those who manned the travel block dressed themselves in shades of green and the bosses all wore various shades of grey and black.   

“Kedrin,” the woman said. “We’ve been expecting you. This way, please.”

The change in title didn’t register at first, but when it did, it led to another flurry of excitement in the pit of her stomach. She kept forgetting that she was a Kedrin now. She rued that she couldn’t tell Lyle or Nico, the two most important people in her life. 

Audrey followed the woman to a familiar room and sat down cross legged on the floor in the middle of the room. The woman placed a bowl in front of her and started a chant. Smoke started rising from the bowl, blue and smelling of lavender and sage.

“You need to breathe it in,” the woman said—as if Audrey didn’t already know, hadn’t done this before—before resuming the chant again.

Audrey breathed it in, and it was both familiar and strange at the same time. It felt like drinking a refreshing draught of something that felt both like water and honey. The words in the chant were unfamiliar to her and the voice and the cadence added to her sleepiness. She could feel her eyes begin to close and she yawned again, inhaling in more of the smoke. The sooner she went under, the better. Flashes went through her mind: images and words as the knowledge of the past, of customs long gone, of speech patterns long forgotten wrote themselves into her brain. A familiar rush filled her, but her head was also aching, and a groan slipped from her. The smoke filled her lungs, and she felt breathless. This was the part of the ritual that she hated the most. Even bracing herself, when unconsciousness hit her, she slumped to the floor and knew nothing more.

 


Three
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Lyle was deep in discussion with Simon and Harriet about his vision when he felt the ring. Audrey’s ring had appeared on his finger, the magic inherent in it causing it to fit snugly around his little finger. He lost the thread of his thoughts for a moment, and his words stuttered.

“Sorry,” he said, curling his fingers into a fist, worry lodged like a spike in his heart. “Mind just went elsewhere for a moment.”

“Not another vision?” Simon prompted.

“Nah.” He shook his head. “The vision of the child in the car is the latest. It keeps recurring, and I’m always the child, so…”

“So, you can’t notice any landmarks or signs,” Harriet said, an understanding look in her eyes. “A pile up that can happen anywhere. It’s a big world.”

“It looks familiar,” Lyle offered. “But I can’t place it.”

“Seems to me there’s only one thing to be done,” Simon said slowly. “Take one of us with you for the next vision.”

Harriet nodded. “Let’s do it now. After all, we don’t know when this event is going to happen.”

The event, as if it was not the death of a woman and the abduction of her child. Yet, Lyle had to suppress his rage at it. Keeping distance was the only way to survive. If he got involved in every vision he had—he still had nightmares about the explosion he had seen, and even knowing everything, he had been helpless—he would surely go mad. 

Harriet moved to a shelf and took out a box, opening it. Lyle craned his neck to look at the smooth, round, rainbow-coloured stones that lay inside, each nestled into its own groove in the silk that lined the box. He had never had to use one, but he knew what they were, as did every Seer who worked for Temporal Corps.

Dreamstones allowed people to share dreams and visions. It was patented by Temporal Corps, so no one else had access to them. Simon was the head of the Seer Division and Harriet was his second in command. So, it was natural that they had a whole box full of them. Lyle estimated that the box should be worth more than his and Audrey’s annual salary put together. Ten years’ annual salary. Which was saying something considering that they could live quite comfortably on less than half of it. 

Sometimes it seemed to Lyle that they were being paid quite exorbitant amounts. It made sense for Audrey who earned three times what he did, since she had a job that was highly risky. But he was only the Seer. 

“Lyle?” Simon called his name, bringing his mind back to what was happening. “Another vision?”

Lyle shook his head. “Nah, just thinking about stuff…” He looked at the stones. “So, these are the famous Dreamstones.” 

“Yes, but we still need to put you under.” Harriet rose and started measuring out something and adding it to the pot of tea on the table. 

“I hate that thing,” Lyle muttered. Unlike the Dreamstones, the tea that put Seers under and stimulated their visions was something he was quite familiar with. 

“Wish we could burn some herbs or something.” Simon wrinkled his nose as Harriet placed two cups before them. 

“Here.” She handed a stone to each of them. It felt like an ordinary pebble, smooth to touch and cold. The hum of magic on it tingled Lyle’s palms. It grew warm in his palm, warmer than an ordinary pebble would have, but not uncomfortably so.

“Put it in your pocket, Lyle,” she instructed. “The you in the vision shouldn’t lose it. I’ve already linked them, so Simon would be able to share your vision.”

Lyle took the cup and went to lie down on the couch, Simon taking the divan. They both grimaced as they drank. Lyle felt the sleeping potion thick on his tongue, not even the sweetness of the tea masking its vile taste. He put the cup down and closed his eyes, only to fall into the vision almost immediately. 

He was in the car and his mom was pushing him out, and he fell onto the pavement, but this time, someone caught him before he fell, someone he didn’t know, but who looked familiar. He carried him, turning his head away from the road.

“Don’t look,” the man commanded.

He obeyed, his eyes looking over the heads of the crowd gathered on the pavement to the full moon, and on to a giant sign with the smiling faces of a series of people. He could make out the letters. He knew how to read. He spelled out the word T-E-M-P-O-R-A-L-C-O-R-P-S-I-N-C.

Lyle came out of the vision abruptly, at the same time as Simon sat up. 

“It’s here,” Lyle burst out. “The street outside.”

“I saw,” Simon said. “Full moon is next week.” He had the look of a man who was not at all happy with what he had seen. “I recognised them.”

“Them?” Harriet asked, and Lyle was also staring at Simon, waiting for an explanation.

“The woman and the child,” Simon said, still looking slightly dazed. “Murdoch’s wife and kid.”

Lyle heard Harriet’s loud gasp and was conscious that he was gripping the edge of the couch tightly.

“The big boss’ family? Are you sure?” Harriet asked.

“I know them.” Simon looked sour now. “The truck that ploughed into her car was Mages Inc.’s.”

This time Lyle couldn’t hold in his own gasp even as Harriet’s hand flew to her mouth. 

“I bet it is deliberate,” Simon was continuing. “I would need to tell Murdoch. Fuck it all. What is Mages Inc playing at?”

Mages Inc was their biggest competitor, but Lyle wouldn’t have believed them capable of something so dastardly. 

“They weren’t happy when we got the exclusive contract for time travel renewed,” Harriet said. “But… this?”

“Fuck the bastards!” Simon said. “They think that without Murdoch, Temporal Corps would fall apart, but they’re wrong. Still, we need to stop this!”

“Simon, we can’t!” burst from Lyle. “We can’t take pre-emptive action to prevent the future from happening. That’s not–”

“How far into the vision have you got to before?” Simon asked, interrupting him.

“A man picks me up and I see the cars catching fire and I, I mean the child, starts to cry.” He paused. “Pretty sure the man is abducting me, because he was walking away, still carrying me.”
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