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The Near Distant Future
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The sun washed over the beach, warming the surf that lapped over the old man’s feet. This was his favorite time of day, and Oriah made it a point to spend each late afternoon out here in a chair, just as he was now. He had so few afternoons left.

The sand was moist and spongy, the waves endless. He took a deep breath of warm, salty air and was forced to release it with a heavy cough. He told himself again he should be satisfied with his seventy-one good years of life. But it wasn’t easy. 

Just last year, he’d been forced to give up his position as Time Security Director. Oriah thought that action alone was actually breaking his heart and sending him on an out-of-control downward spin toward death’s door.

Michael Fallsworth silently approached him, moving up the beach with a clipboard under his arm. Oriah grinned. Fallsworth was loyal, and Oriah thought he would be to the end. It was Michael who kept him informed of the security changes. Fallsworth still came to him looking for advice and, even after a year, questioned the new director several times a week.

That one aspect made Oriah laugh as well as worry. Gravis Romier, the new director, gave the experienced officers cause to worry and question, and Oriah thought the man didn’t have the brains of a goldfish. Even now, Oriah wondered who Romier had had to pay off or sleep with for his position. 

Oriah had a list of mistakes the new director made, and planned to go before the board of directors tomorrow with them.

Plus, two security officers seemed to have vanished. He planned to look into that, as well, with the board of the directors.

“Hello, Fallsworth,” Oriah said without looking up. 

“Director.” Michael greeted him as usual.

Oriah didn’t point out he was no longer director. “You come to me with a problem, something unusually heavy.”

“That’s right, sir.” Michael stooped down in the sand next to Oriah’s chair, and Oriah liked the way the younger man ignored the foamy surf soaking his shoes and pant legs. “How did you know?”

“You always carry a clipboard when you worry about something big, as if your hands need something to keep them busy.” For the first time, Oriah turned and looked at the younger man, noting new lines about Fallsworth’s brown, puppy dog eyes. “What is it?”

“The Falcon has escaped.”

The only outward sign Fallsworth’s words bothered Oriah was in the way his hands tightened about the arms of his chair and, if Fallsworth saw, he was smart enough to say nothing.

Oriah took another heavy breath and, for the first time, felt old, as if the news had the ability to steal time from him. Thank goodness, he didn’t have to cough when he let out his breath this time. “When?”

“Two nights ago.”

Oriah shifted in his chair.  “What has Romier done about it?”

“Very little, I’m afraid. He didn’t even make a formal announcement to the officers. I came across it by mistake and questioned him about it. He pointed out the Falcon finished rehab and there should be no reason for us to worry.”

“The Falcon was not in rehab. He was imprisoned,” Oriah said. 

“Someone changed that status as well, sir.”

Oriah watched the sun creep lower on the horizon, tinting the sky with fiery fingers, and shook his head. “I trust you know where the Falcon is.”

“From my quick—and under the radar, I might add—search, all indications show he’s gone to Quadrant thirty-one. When I informed Romier the Falcon was never scheduled for rehab, he assured me the Falcon’s not a threat. He offered me some time off, a vacation.”

Oriah let out an oath, but kept his eyes on the sunset. It was easier to stare at that burning ball of fire. Yet, the bright light and heat weren’t strong enough to blot out the face of the man known only as the Falcon, the man who’d destroyed many lives as well as a few careers, a man he’d thought to be his friend. Romier couldn’t possibly know how dangerous the Falcon was. He hadn’t worked with the Falcon personally or seen the lifeless bodies the Falcon left in his wake. He also hadn’t had to deal with anyone who had. But he should have at least read the Falcon’s file. Perhaps Romier was worse off in the brain department than Oriah thought. 

Or worse, Romier did know.

Oriah wouldn’t waste time on the how the Falcon had been able to fly away. He had to dwell on the why and how he could once again be caged.

“Quadrant thirty-one?” Oriah questioned, hoping Fallsworth didn’t hear any emotion in his voice. He hated how old and cracking his voice sounded, even to his own ears. He would need to work on removing that before he faced the board tomorrow.

“Yes.”

“Why would he go there?”  Oriah muttered out loud as his mind raced.  No one went there if they didn’t have to. Not too many people were even familiar with it, much less trained on it.

Michael shifted his weight, but remained stooped and nearly at eye level with Oriah. A large wave came in and splashed Michael clear to his knees. Both men ignored it.

Oriah felt the warmth of the splash touch him. He wished he felt warm everywhere, but the coldness of the Falcon spread through him like a virus out of control.

“The only thing we can assume or determine is he knows there are so few officers trained in that quadrant, so he feels safe there,” Michael said. “But I will do some investigation and see if I can find out why that particular quadrant.”

“Are there any officers trained for that area now? There weren’t when I was in charge.”

“No,” Michael said slowly. “Except for....”

“Knight,” Oriah finished.

For a long moment, both men were quiet, and there were only the sounds of the water rolling in and distant birds.

“Where is Knight?” Oriah knew if anyone knew where Knight was, Michael Fallsworth would.

Michael paused for a moment, before saying, “Still claiming to be retired, living on an island off the coast of Maine.”

Oriah sighed, thinking of Knight. A physical weight seemed to touch down in the center of his chest just thinking about her wasting away on some untouchable island somewhere. Hell, he wished things had gone differently. He should have done more.

“Knight must be informed of the Falcon’s escape. Find her in person. I trust you to see this is done the right way.” He met Fallsworth’s gaze. “I’ll bet you’re already formulating a plan.”

“I am,” Fallsworth admitted.

“Then it’s best you take your vacation and implement it. Don’t let anyone else know where you’re going or what you plan. And be careful. Men as dangerous as the Falcon don’t just escape.”  Oriah stopped, then added, “And Romier is never to be trusted.”

“I know, sir.”

“Keep me informed.”  Oriah raised a hand in dismissal.

The other man straightened.  “As much as I can, sir.”

A moment later, Fallsworth was gone and the old man was alone with the waves, wishing more than ever he was young again.
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Shannon Knight had her own opinion as to why the Falcon had flown to Quadrant thirty-one. 

“Think about what’s in Quadrant thirty-one,” she said to Michael Fallsworth.

Michael could hardly think of anything. His hands were still shaking over the fact she’d nearly killed him when he’d stepped foot on her island. He tried to steady himself, grasping the hot cup of cocoa she’d given him after she’d recognized him and decided he wasn’t deserving of death after all. He took a heavy breath and let the hot, sweet taste of chocolate filter down his throat. 

Shannon Knight had always loved hot cocoa. The back of his head throbbed from the way she’d slammed him to the ground, and he was damned thankful it had happened on grass and not the rocks lining the beach. The throb racked more at his ego than his head. He’d been one of her trainers. He knew the moves. She’d obviously learned a few new ones since the last time he sparred with her on a mat. Hell, he should have been working out and practicing, instead of digging into Romier. He worked to ignore the pain as he remembered the nights he and Shannon worked late, talking over the case at hand, the rich smell of cocoa in the air...

“There’s lots of activity there. The city boomed with shipping and building and enterprise before there was a fire there.” It was about all Michael knew about it. It wasn’t a well-traveled quadrant. Like most Time Security Officers, better known as jumpers, he didn’t waste precious time studying it.

“Right,” Shannon agreed.

“Well, why would he want to be there? It would be damned dangerous. Even if he could make a lot of quick money. Besides, there are plenty of other quadrants booming with enterprise where he could get lost and hide.”

“What if he thought for one moment a jumper would come after him?” She waited. When he said nothing, she answered her own question. “The fire destroys records, kills a lot of people. In the chaos, he could become almost anyone and go anywhere. He could become virtually untraceable by even the most experienced jumper, even one who might know what he looks like, and especially if he changes his mode of operation.”

Michael stared at her. He’d known her well years before, and the five years she’d been out of his life had been kind to her. There were few lines about her face. Her hair was still the color of sweet honey and was now much longer. And her shape, despite the large, loose sweater she wore with jeans, was still perfect. Yes, she still looked good to him, her body firm and lithe. The sweater was loose enough, he could just slip his hands beneath it...

Michael stopped.  What was wrong with him? 

Nothing. He’d always liked her, always wanted her. It was just the past five years had made it easy to forget how much he wanted her. He might as well stop fantasizing. Besides, once during her training on the mat, he’d flipped her around, showing her first hand a maneuver to send an opponent right onto his—her—back. He’d looked down at her, taken in her flushed cheeks, her deep green eyes staring up at him in a mixture of admiration and surprise and intent. It had taken every ounce of self-control he possessed not to lean down and kiss her.

In that moment, at least for him, the world stopped.

She had seen it or sensed it.

And she took advantage of it.

She kneed him in the balls, sent that desire straight into orbit and tossed him over like a rag doll.

Michael knew from that moment, while he could trust her to watch his six, he couldn’t trust her with his heart or his libido. He should face the fact he was never going to have her.

Even now, her eyes were haunted, almost smoky with something he termed right up there with fear, even though he knew she’d never admit to it. The smoke had doubled when he’d told her the Falcon was flying loose. He reached across the table and took both her hands in his. He was surprised she let him. “I want you to go after him, to catch him. I think it’s the only way you can get him out of your system and get on with your life.”

She shook her head.  “I don’t want to go after him. He’s not in my system. I have a life.” 

“You sound like a Sim-Bot.”

She let out what sounded like a forced chuckle. “I would have thought in the past five years, something would have replaced the Sim-Bots.”

“We still have jumpers trying to re-enter with weapons, viruses, devices, and bacteria. Nothing handles those things better than an armor-covered robotic. It isn’t like you to try and divert the subject.” He looked at her. “This must really scare you. And if you think you have a life, you don’t. You live like a monk on an island. And you let the Falcon rape you in more ways than one, because you gave up a career you loved.”

She pulled away from him and slapped his face so quickly, he didn’t see it coming. He’d better stop underestimating her. Even the hot flash of pain left by her hand seemed to lag a second or two behind her movement, as if it needed to catch up. She wanted to fight dirty? Well, he could too. His reaction was to stare her in the eye and play her, as only he knew how. “Wow, that was such a girl move. Is that what’s happened to you in the past five years? What are you going to do next, pull my hair?”

She jumped up, sending her chair rocking back, and headed toward her front door. “Get out.”

He stayed seated. Behind her, tacked to her old-fashioned fridge with a magnet, was an obvious grocery list listing milk, sugar, corn chips, eggs, and cheese. He recognized her notably swirly S’s. No one else he knew swirled an S as she did. He stared at those words for a moment as he gathered his thoughts. Then he met her gaze. “Not until we talk about the career he took from you.”

She turned back to him, her eyes fierce and filled with green fire. “What could you possibly know about it?”

The question of whether Oriah might have hoped he would get this reaction from her whipped through Michael’s mind just as quickly as her hand had whizzed across his cheek. “I know you could have been director instead of that slimy snake, Romier,” he replied steadily, ignoring the hot sting still sizzling between his eyeballs.

His words stopped her in her tracks and, for a long moment, she stared at him. “Yeah, right. I don’t believe you.” 

“Believe what you want.” He sighed. “But get your stuff together. I want you to leave tonight.”

The sneer she sent to him was expected. “Who do you think you are, coming here and telling me what I have to do? Who are you? The new director?” She came back to the table and sat. “I’m not a jumper anymore. I take no orders from anyone, especially you.”

“You’ve just been reinstated.” It was impossible to keep his growing anger out of his short, slipped words.

“I don’t think so.”

Her control returned as instantly as it had fled. She sat before him appearing totally relaxed, her anger only evident in her cold glare, which Michael ignored.

Michael swallowed hard and prepared to play his last, most-deadly card. She was, after all, correct. He couldn’t order her to do anything. Nor did he have the authority to reinstate her. He had to resort to something lower than low, something Romier would use. The idea left him sick to his stomach, but she was qualified, she was undercover, and she knew the Falcon better than anyone else, and she needed to go. She just didn’t know it. “Fine. You can stay here and live this nothing life of yours alone on this island, while he’s in Quadrant thirty-one maybe enjoying the good life, maybe changing the world, maybe killing a few innocent people, maybe changing the entire course of time travel. Or, maybe doing nothing. You might wake up tomorrow planning to write another song no one else will ever hear and your house might be gone because of something he changed there.” 

He shrugged as if that idea meant nothing to him. “I’ll go after him by myself. And by morning, your sister will be out of her present institution and in a county facility.” He watched the storm of emotions play across her face and thought, for a moment, she might kill him. She was certainly capable. Hell, she didn’t even breathe.

She didn’t move. “You can’t do that,” she whispered. “Oriah promised me.”

“Oriah’s not in charge any more, is he, despite what we all wish?” He leaned back in his chair. “And you’re right to a certain degree. I can’t do it, mostly because I don’t have the time and I’m supposed to be on vacation. But I know people who can. Romier wouldn’t hesitate to sign that paper. All I’d have to do is make sure it showed up on his desk.”

“I should have killed you when you tied up to my dock.”

Her voice was so flat it tore at his heart more than her actual words. It was enough to send the five years since he’d seen her into oblivion. He was back to finding her after her encounter with the Falcon, her body broken, her sister close by, more dead than alive. Shannon had been lost and flat then, too. And even a month later, she’d been just as lifeless. Michael remembered it had been another month before she’d looked at him as if she recognized him and, weeks after, she’d spoken in that same flat voice.

Michael shook away the past, almost wishing she’d slap him again. At least, there was life, emotion, and strength in that.

“Yes, perhaps you should have. But you didn’t. So why don’t you save your vengeance and your energy for the Falcon. We may both need it.”  He eyed her expression. “Pretend he’s me if you want, when we find him. I don’t care. Nor do I care if we bring him back alive. If it’s any consolation, I hate like hell laying this on you, but you’ve left me no choice. Truth be told, I thought after what that bastard did to you and to your sister, you’d be eager to chase him down again and string him up by his balls.” Michael fought to keep his voice from being overwhelmed with emotion, but he had to lay this on as icing on a cake.

The room was dead silent, and Shannon stared at him with nothing less than pure hate. 

“How is Canna, anyway?” he asked after a long moment.

Shannon blinked once, twice, as if the question brought her back from somewhere else. “The same,” she replied. “The lights are on, but no one’s home. It’s as if he killed her like so many others, but left her body alive. What’s scary is I think he knew exactly what he was doing and how to do just that.”

Michael pretended the tears he saw glisten in her eyes weren’t there. And he swallowed the words to tell her she wasn’t much better off than her sister, really. At least she didn’t require continuous care, yet her life was just as empty. “Yes, I think he’s gotten very good at what he does. I’m sorry.”

She drew in a heavy, ragged breath. “You didn’t mean what you said about going after him, too, did you?”

He shrugged.  “Yes, I did. It would be a hell of a vacation.”

“If I agree to this, you promise my sister will remain where she is.”

“Yes,” he didn’t hesitate to reply.

She held his gaze. “If anything happens to me, if I don’t come back—”

“I promise,” Michael promised, meaning it.

“You want to leave tonight?”

Michael raised his chin.  “Yes, because it has to be an off-the-record jump. I doubt Romier will approve it if we wait until tomorrow morning.”

“Is everything all set up?”

“Yes,” he said. “Don’t worry about getting yourself or weapons or equipment past the Sim-Bots. I’ve taken care of that, too. I’ve also got new identifications, as well as maps and computer chips for clothes, equipment, weapons, money, and anything else we might need. I also have the latest information on the Falcon, not that there was much. It seems he’s been a model prisoner in rehab. And...”  Michael stopped.

“And what?”

He sucked in a breath. “Records seem to be missing.”

“No kidding?”

He shook his head slightly, because the action caused more throbbing.

“What about communication?” She evidently didn’t want to focus on the Falcon just then.

“I’ve programmed a conveyor into our chips. I don’t know if it will work all the way from Quadrant thirty-one or if the Falcon will be able to pick up on it and know we’re after him.” Michael considered for a moment. “He might not. It’s never been tried. No one else has made this kind of jump with plans to stay longer than a half hour. And since it’s an off-the-record trip, it’s probably not a good idea to be calling headquarters or even communicating to each other if we’re separated. Romier’s liable to pick up on it and send someone after us.”

Shannon fixed him with a steady gaze. “You must think Romier’s got something to do with Falcon’s escape.”

She’d never worked with Romier. She couldn’t know. Michael wondered what she’d heard, if anyone kept her posted as he kept Mr. Sullivan in the news.

He pushed the thought aside. “I’d rather not speculate. I only know he wasn’t rushing to send anyone after the Falcon. I also know it’s almost impossible for anyone to escape the prison where he was, at least not without help.”

“So not only will we be going after one of the most dangerous men in history, we’ll be doing it completely alone in unfamiliar territory,” Shannon said.

“Correct.” He noticed she fingered the small gold locket that hung on a chain around her slender neck. He recognized that locket, a piece of jewelry that seldom left the touch of her skin, an heirloom handed down from mother to first daughter, going back generations. There was still the mark of a very faint K engraved on it, but he’d never asked what the K stood for. He also recognized her action—she always fingered it just that way when she was nervous.

Shannon leaned back. “I can be ready in half an hour.” 

Michael knew she must be lying; she still fingered her locket.

He couldn’t help but wonder if she’d ever feel ready to venture after the Falcon again, or venture into a time launch laser and visit Quadrant thirty-one. Chicago, 1871.
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Michael checked the coordinates one last time and looked over at Shannon. She might be dressed as one, but she didn’t strike him as being a nineteenth-century ‘lady.’ She’d be the only lady there who could kill with her bare hands. Thanks to the computer chip, she wore a dress of emerald green wool that looked to him to be too snug at her waist. It was ruffled at the floor and the top looked tight around her neck. It was a lovely, feminine dress, the sheer essence of a lady, accenting her curves; but it looked damned uncomfortable to him.

What worried him more was the sound of her voice. Her words held less emotion than a computer recording. Maybe he was making a mistake in having her make the trip. What if facing the Falcon sent her over the edge of sanity? What if she wound up worse than her sister, more dead than alive? Michael shook his head. No, he had to have faith in her. He already knew...

He let out a heavy breath, knowing he had to press forward. He had to see this through. “You’re looking a bit green. Are you feeling all right?”

“Are you?” she responded, not even looking at him.

Michael chuckled. “Ah, nothing like avoiding an answer.” He drew closer to her and picked up a pack that held his computer chip. Shannon held the other bag. Both bags looked like something a traveler from that era might use—old, worn canvas. On the inside, both were water-proof, light-weight, and durable. Zipped into one of the two compartments within it, however, was a solar-powered computer chip no larger than a twentieth-century flip phone, capable of supplying them the items that would lead the residents of Quadrant thirty-one to believe he and Shannon had come from some distant planet, not the distant future. Michael noticed Shannon’s knuckles were white as she gripped the handle of the bag she carried.

“Not really,” he replied after a long moment. “Do I look green, too?”

His question brought a quick smile to her lips. “No, you look all right. I’m all right, too. Or at least, I will be. It’s just that jumping always makes me sick,” she reminded him.

“I can give you something to calm you. It’s not an uncommon thing, you know.”

Shannon shook her head and placed her hat on her head, securing it with a long pin topped by a jeweled stone. “No, thanks. I don’t need to be groggy on top of being sick and dizzy when we get there.”

Michael smiled, thinking she sounded like her old self more than she had in the last two hours, despite the fact that she was once again rubbing her locket with her fingertips. “Suit yourself. I notice you’re wearing your necklace,” he said.

She released it and tucked it into her neckline.  “I figure, since this is an unregistered trip, I can take it along if I want. Besides, there’s always the chance I won’t be coming back and there’s no one here to leave it to. I doubt Canna will ever need it and the chances of me having any children are pretty slim,” she admitted.

Michael wished he could erase the pain he heard in the words she tried too hard to lighten. “That’s why I want you to go,” he said, his voice soft.

“Why?”

He reached out and laid his hand against the side of her face, his palm near her chin, his fingers on her cheek. The warmth of her touched him and everything that was her moved right up his arm into his body. The soft woman scent of her melted into him like wax from a burning candle. “What do you feel when I touch you like this?” he whispered.

“Do you want the truth or would you like me to lie?”

“Nothing but the truth,” he replied.

She took a deep breath. “Nothing. I feel nothing. It’s like the Falcon was able to reach inside of me and take out whatever it is that allowed me to feel.”

Michael allowed his gaze, as well as his hand, to linger on her face, wishing he could capture this moment in time. But that was impossible. All he could do was hold it within himself, in his heart. “That’s why I want you to go. I want you to be there when we find him, so you can take back what he took from you.”

Shannon looked up at him. “Do you think that’s possible?”

“I only know it’s definitely not possible if you stay here and don’t try,” he said, lowering his hand to his side.

She seemed to accept that. With a simple nod, she stepped away, out of his reach and moved to the platform. She connected a long strap to the handles of her bag and placed it over her shoulder, crossing it over her body so it rested against her opposite hip.

Michael fought the urge to sigh and followed her. He had the sinking feeling the quivering fear that filled him could be little different than that which filled a man facing a firing squad. “That strap looks a bit futuristic, don’t you think?”

“I’ve been known to lose things during the jump.” She met his gaze. “Won’t Romier hunt you down?” 

“As of tomorrow, I’m on vacation.” He secured his own bag and avoided her gaze. “If all goes as planned, we’ll be back the day after.”

“Michael?”

The tone of her voice caused him to look at her. “What?”

“If we have to kill him...”

There probably wasn’t any if. He was not going to go quietly into the night. He was not going to surrender peacefully. “How should we?” she asked.

He thought for a long moment. “Use a burner.”

A burner laser would completely obliterate its target, the best tool he could think of.

“It’s efficient and leaves nothing behind that can be questioned or kept for evidence,” he said. “No slug, no ball, no bullet, no fragment at all.”

Shannon nodded once. “All right, then, let’s just get this over with.”

“Get ready to get wet,” he said with a grin.

“I know, the current follows water.” She stepped into the small puddle of water on the platform. “And, yes, I’m ready to get wet.”

Yes, he really should quit putting it off. “If you keep your eyes open, you might not get so dizzy.” He set the timer and stepped to the platform beside her. He followed her motion and put on the heavy, dark goggles that would protect their eyes from the bright light that would carry them away with its speed.

“I always keep my eyes open. It doesn’t help.” She paused. “Michael?”

He turned to her and met her gaze.

“If we get separated....”

He gave her a reassuring smile. “If we get separated, we’ll do what we can do alone, leave there on October the eighth, and still return here by the day after tomorrow,” he finished for her. “We have the communicators, but I don’t want to use them unless it’s an emergency. If he picks up on them, not only will he know we’re close, but he’ll be able to track us. And, more importantly, elude us.”

“I know.”

“You know what? I think that’s a good idea.” He produced a strap and connected it to his bag before slipping it over his shoulder.

On the far wall, the red light started blinking and a loud siren alarmed.

Michael exhaled. “I think someone’s figured out we’re here, making an unsanctioned trip.”

“Then we’d better go. You set the program to erase as soon as we’re gone, didn’t you, Michael?”

He took her hand. “Of course.”

She let him.

Neither said anything more.

The timer went off just before the door burst open and four robotic, silver helmet-head figures uniformly entered, only to find the room empty.
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Shannon was grateful she hadn’t eaten anything. She bet Michael was, too.

The beam of light that swept them away appeared bright red through the goggles, brighter than either of them had ever seen, since they’d never traveled this distance, bright enough to hurt her eyes. A force like wind, although not wind, pulled and pushed against her at the same time. The strap of her bag dug into her shoulder, but held the bag to her side.

The jump seemed to last forever, or at least much longer than she remembered any other. She had the fleeting thought that Michael miscalculated and she’d land in time to be eaten by a dinosaur.

Then she landed in cold liquid. The impact against her feet sent pain all the way through her body and out the top of her head, and was hard enough to knock the wind from her lungs. The pulse that rushed in her ears in the wake of the resulting headache left her dizzy. She wasn’t in water. She was in black oil. As she fought to gain her bearings, she looked up, expecting to see the twilight zone, and saw only black and orange. She recognized orange was fire. She felt the heat of it in the water, and she kicked to avoid it. The wet dress weighed her down, and it took all her strength to swim against it as the heavy fabric wrapped around her legs. She had to reach the surface away from any fire, or her lungs were going to burst. 

At the same time, her throat burned with bile. She broke the surface, gulped for air, and spit out bile. The heat from her throat spread to her entire face.

As her vision cleared, she gasped at the scene about her, filled with instant horror and painful heat. She choked on smoke.

There was fire, a boat was on fire. For a long moment, Shannon thought perhaps she was too late, that somehow Michael had calculated wrong and sent her directly to October the eighth and into the great fire. Then she saw only the boat with a large paddlewheel was burning, and it stood alone in the water where she’d landed. Soon there would be nothing else to burn, except the people aboard, screaming and refusing to jump. 

Shannon tried to tread water, but found it nearly impossible with the clothes she’d chosen for the leap. There was no time to open her bag, search for her computer chip and reprogram for something easier, like a wet suit. Instead, she merely reached back and unclasped her heavy skirt with one hand and allowed herself a moment of spontaneous relief with the weightlessness as the heavy material slipped down her legs and washed away.

Several people floundered in the water, attempting to swim or just move away from the fire.

She had to move away, too, or chance being burned or hit with debris. On the burning boat, she saw a flash of a woman shove a child into the water. The child’s screams resumed when she bobbed to the surface. A burning ember landed near Shannon and another struck at her hairline. She shoved it away, burning her fingers. Shannon looked up just in time to see flames engulf the woman before she could leap over the rail.

Nearby, the child screamed for her mother and slapped helplessly in the water.

Then something hard, unforgiving, and hot slammed against Shannon’s head above her left eyebrow. The impact sent her backward and underwater again. She resurfaced, choking and dazed. Smoke, the smells of burning wood, flesh, and hair filled her senses. Her head throbbed.

“Here, I’ve got you.” Shannon slipped her pack toward her back and out of the way and pulled the child closer. A man was also within reach, and it was clear he was panicked, slapping through the water, seemingly out of control as he yelled for help. His open hand caught Shannon on her cheek, just below where the burning ember had struck her. The panicked blow was harsh and sent both Shannon and the child under water for a moment. Less dazed and able to maneuver in the water, Shannon brought both feet up together and kicked the man in the midsection, sending him a safer distance away. She resurfaced again, feeling a small pair of hands clamped around her neck. She allowed herself a single second to look back to the boat. It was engulfed in flames.

More embers splashed into the water around them. They needed to escape or risk burning or dying of smoke inhalation. Shannon’s nose and lungs already burned.

Then her attention was taken by the little girl. Shannon would have never guessed the hands belonged to a child who looked no older than five, for the strength she felt was almost enough to stop what little air she managed to suck in. “Wait, honey,” Shannon tried. “Don’t squeeze so tight.”

The girl didn’t seem to hear and continued to scream for her momma over and over as panic surrounded them. Shannon physically forced the hands from around her throat and placed the child’s hands on her shoulders. Just as Shannon helped keep the child’s head above water, the little girl helped hold Shannon’s pack in place.

Now, all Shannon could do was kick her feet. It was slow moving but, little by little, with the child filling her arms and people and burning or floating debris in the water around them, she moved them toward a greater darkness, away from the flames of the ship and toward what she hoped was shore. Others were moving in that general direction, too. And because she had no idea where she was, whether it be in a river or a lake or even if she’d made it to Chicago, 1871, she had to trust the crowd about her.

“Michael!” She searched for him, but with the child clinging to her and the darkness, there was no sign of him. The current was there, although not strong enough to drag her under or keep her from reaching shore, so Shannon knew she was in a river.

The child, at least, stopped her shrill crying and now whimpered against Shannon’s throat and occasionally coughed water when she got a mouthful. Shannon used all her strength to keep the two of them above water and move them what was only inches at a time.

Just when she thought she couldn’t kick another stroke, the touch of ground beneath her feet took her by surprise. “Thank you, God,” she muttered. And with the child folded in her clumsy grasp, the pack hanging against her back, her wet petticoat and half a dress, she fell onto the soft bank, where she felt like she coughed up half the river. Gone was the hat and jeweled hat pin, as well as the pretty, computer-generated hairdo, complete with waves and curls, as her wet hair clung to her face.

It took her last bit of strength to turn herself and keep from falling flat on the child she held, as she worked to steady her breathing. Light from the distant flames reflected off the brick wall of a nearby building. Others followed, stepping or crawling out of the river onto the muddy bank. People were burned, some screaming, some crying, and all looking lost and exhausted. Others ran about trying to help, but there was no organization to their efforts.  The distant sound of bells clanging told her more help was on the way.

The little girl sat next to Shannon, still holding onto her, and cried. Shannon didn’t have the strength to cry or she might have joined her. No one paid any attention to them, everyone too concerned with their own problems, dealing with injuries, or calling out for lost loved ones. She pressed her fingers to her head, putting pressure on the wound there. There wasn’t much bleeding, so that was a good thing.

Smoke hung heavy in the air. Coughing up water of the river only seemed to make room for Shannon to choke on the smoke. 

“Are you all right?” Shannon turned her attention on the child. She looked, seeing no wounds in the dark. “Anything bleeding?”
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