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      The main trouble with passing the Schwarzschild radius was that time only slowed from the outside observer’s perspective. Not his perspective, so it wasn’t a viable path to having more time. It needed to go the other way round—maybe the the rest of the Universe was falling into the ultimate super mega black hole and he was the outside observer then the rest of the Universe would slow down. One of their seconds could be a week, a year, a decade of his time.

      That still wouldn’t solve the other problems that intruded constantly—like his bladder. Nick picked up his cup and lifted it. The odor reached him before he drank. He wrinkled his nose and looked suspiciously at the cold coffee with congealed cream. Yeah, maybe not. He put it down without looking. His attention was all on the screen in front of him, his arm moving as he used his pen to paint highlights on the strands of auburn hair caught and made darker in the moonlight.

      His phone rang, the sound distant and still irritating. He looked up, not remembering where he’d put it. He’d last looked at it, what? Yesterday evening? Maybe. His bladder used the distraction to make its needs more urgent.

      Sighing, Nick put the pen at the top of the screen with a magnetic click. He used his fingers to pinch and zoom the illustration back to fit the screen. Almost done.

      A fair-skinned, auburn-haired beautiful young woman stood caught in the moonlight streaming through the tall windows. She wore a long elaborate white nightgown, her shape suggested as the moonlight made the gown glow. Not bad. Still needed some more work on the highlights, and the contrast. In the corner of the room, her head was only just turning in that direction, was the suggestion of a man lost in the darker shadows away from the windows. His long fingers, especially the large ring he wore, catching a hint of the light.

      Not bad, Nick thought again, rising. Disturbing. Scary. Just what the client wanted. His back and neck ached. He rolled his head and rotated his shoulders.

      The phone rang again. The incessant tone still muffled and distant. Nick blinked and looked around the room. His studio was dark. It had to be late or very early. Had he been painting all night? It wouldn’t be the first time.

      He made his way across the open space to the bathroom, bare feet soft on the wood flooring, and opened the door. The phone rang again, the sound louder and more irritating now being close to it. It was on the counter beside the sink, the charging cable plugged into the lamp with the usb port—memory filtered back in. It needed charging when he got home last night. He’d connected it, showered, and gone to bed. When he got up he had gotten to work because he needed to get the cover art done for his client. They were anxious to get the final piece to make their book release deadlines, and because they wanted the marketing materials he also had to create from the artwork.

      Remember that, Nick seriously doubted he had time for a phone call. Or sleep. He’d grab something from the fridge and get back to work. Whatever time it was—he was going to pull long hours to get it done.

      The phone rang again. They weren’t giving up. When would they get a clue? Wasn’t this why texting was invented? So you didn’t have to answer the phone?

      Shaking his head, he turned from the phone to take the three steps necessary to reach the toilet.

      The phone rang again.

      “Damn it.” He turned back, picking up the phone to turn it off. Anyone who knew him wouldn’t be calling at whatever this hour was. They’d take a hint. As he turned the phone, the caller ID showed it was Kyla. He shivered, the air feeling cold.

      “Damn!” Nick yanked the charging cord free. He answered the call.

      “Kyla? What’s wrong?”

      “Nick! I—“ she said, her voice breathy and scared.

      The call cut off.

      “Kyla? Kyla?” Nick looked at the screen. Nothing. No call. He called her right back. His bare foot tapped against the cold floor tiles. It didn’t ring. He heard the voicemail pick up.

      “See ya sometime!” Kyla’s pure, high voice sang. “Don’t bother leaving a message—I won’t check it.”

      Nick hung up and redialed. It went straight to the voicemail again.

      Swearing, his bladder suddenly demanding that it had waited far too long, Nick went to the toilet. He dropped his shorts and sat, his attention on his phone. He messaged Kyla.

      
        
          
            
              
        U ok

      

      

      

      

      

      He shivered again. He tapped his foot, watching the screen. Releasing his clenched muscles, he relieved his bladder in a long stream. His message showed sent. That’s it. Not seen. No indication she was replying.

      Nick sent another message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Kyla, come on. What's wrong?

      

      

      

      

      

      Sent. No answer.
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