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Ipulled up to the mansion in a driverless hovercar. There were a dozen police cruisers parked around the circular drive their red and blue lights flashing in the foggy morning air. It was big news when the head of a conglomerate died and that drew a crowd and authority. 

Many citizens of the Central System thought the rich and powerful conglomerate leaders were immortal. After all with their unfathomable power and influence surely a meeting with death could be delayed. 

But in most cases citizens were wrong. I’d met generations of Mandlebaums, Wiesmans, and Tichenowas and they were all as mortal as their employees, albeit rich enough to live a century or two longer. 

However, in the case of this morning’s death, one would be right to say he was immortal. Which was one of the reasons I was so interested in his death. 

The other reason was that he was head of the Rungson conglomerate. And up until a few hours ago, I was living in this mansion sleeping peacefully in bed. 

Until I was murdered. 

The autopilot on the car was having a hard time finding somewhere to land. I could’ve manually parked it in a small gap between two black and white police cars. I could’ve used the garage and parked among a dozen other vehicles some archaic others futuristic. 

The polished tiled driveway had a stone water fountain in the center with a bronze statue of a stag standing on a rock in its center. The house itself was modern by my standards although the right angles, polished white walls, and large floor-to-ceiling windows might feel antiquated to some citizens of this timeline. 

The driveway was lined with well-manicured trees that were tall and slender resembling cypress trees but native to Griffith, the planet I called home in this timeline. Most of the shrubbery around the house was native to Griffith. Exotic species were expensive to import and even more expensive to get approved by the planet’s environmental agencies. 

To get to the crime scene before any more officials showed up I instructed the computer to park on the grass. My landscaper would have a fit but it’d give him something to do for the week.

Drones buzzed around the sky and the house surveying the area. The police would likely make a 3D model of the area from the drone’s data so they could investigate further. I’d be shocked if they found anything useful. 

The doors of my car folded open. A small set of stairs extended to the grass. The heat of the hover car’s engine filled the wet air with the smell of burnt grass. 

I stepped onto the grass, still wet with the morning dew, and it covered my impractical, but allegedly fashionable, raised-heel boots with water. If it was bad for the boot’s material I didn’t know or care, I could have a dozen replacements here tomorrow. 

I was dressed the part of a conglomerate heir. The long robe-like black jacket that nearly reached my ankles was too thin to fight off the chill of the crisp morning. My chaotically patterned shirt underneath it made me look like a tropical bird.

I was grateful that khaki slacks hadn’t gone out of fashion in the past few centuries, as they were the only thing I wore that didn’t feel ridiculous. 

I did wish facial hair would come back in fashion soon. My cleanly shaven cheeks, still a little raw from the rushed job on the shuttle ride here, felt the cold wisp of air that passed by them.

I emerged through the row of thin trees and a half dozen police officers leaped off the rim of the fountain. Until a moment ago they had nothing better to do than sit around and gossip about my death while they waited for the drones to return. 

Now that someone was trespassing they could accost me with a dozen meaningless questions about who I was, what I was doing, and if I knew I could be arrested for approaching this house. 

I stayed silent until someone finally identified me through their facial recognition program as the heir and owner of this house, land, and planet.

Then everyone went silent.

“Lead me to the head detective please,” I finally said. 

For a moment no one stepped forward. They were either star-struck or confused by my instructions. I looked at the crowd expectantly. Finally, the short mousy blonde woman who’d identified me as Todd Rungson the V heir to the deceased stepped forward.

“Right this way Mr. Rungson,” she said. Using the terminal in her hand she sent off a message and led me up the polished steps to my house. 

We passed through the thin glass doors which were rudimentarily held open. Someone had used a rock from the front garden and shoved it in the tracks. I assumed to keep the doors from sliding closed and locking everyone out. 

I wish they hadn’t been so clever. It’d do less damage to my door, and get these people out of my hair. 

The foyer of my mansion was beginning to be filled with bright morning light. A mosaic tile pattern was installed on the floor with two curved marble stairways wrapping around it leading to the second floor. 

The officer gestured to an armchair that sat at the edge of the mosaic against the descending stairway. “If you don’t mind having a seat Detective Pikowski will be with you shortly.” 

I gave her my richest and most indignant look. I’m sure my android butler had said the same line to countless guests. But I didn’t appreciate being made to wait in my own home. 

“I was told my father was found in the bedroom,” I said. “I know my way around the house.” 

“I’d… we’d prefer if you… it’s a crime scene,” she blurted out unhelpfully. 

“I’m aware, hence my eagerness to see it.” 

“I think it’d be best if you left the investigation to professionals,” a woman said from the top of the stairs. 

She was not in the timeless blue and black uniform of a police officer. Instead, she wore what passed for fashionable yet practical in this timeline. A faux-leather vest buttoned around a tight-fitting long-sleeve collared shirt. Her loose-fitting slacks were held up by a thick black belt that held a gun, badge, and other utilities of a police officer. Her hair was jet black and cut short with bangs that were remarkably straight and ended just above her eyebrows.

Explaining to her that I had, in at least one or two lifetimes, been a detective would be impossible. I could remind her that I ran the conglomerate that employed her, and was technically her boss, but that didn’t seem prudent… yet. 

Charm could be effective. But that was not something I was accused of having large quantities of. 

“Of course,” I said, deciding to go with being helpful. “But I am intimately familiar with my father’s habits and tendencies. A set of familiar eyes on the room might help clear up any questions you have about the crime scene. I’m as motivated as you to get to the bottom of this.” 

Detective Pikowski descended the stairs, the practical flat shoes she wore made a soft patting sound on the marble stairs. Her gaze was fixed on me. 

“You’re familiar with your father’s habits, but we have no record of you ever visiting Griffith until today,” she said. “You’ve spent most of your life on Feldman’s station.” 

She was right. To avoid any complications I always listed my sons as off-world for their entire lives. My heirs only appeared on Griffith when I’d been alive for a suspiciously long time. 

“Even worlds apart our family stays close,” I said with my best impression of a genuine smile. 

“Yet you got here very quickly, considering Feldman’s is a few jumps away,” the detective stood in front of me as rigid as the posts of the stair’s banister. 

I could’ve appeared inside the house, but that would be far too complicated to explain to the police. Instead, I faked some records so it looked like I’d left Feldman’s station days before the murder. In reality, I appeared in orbit on a conglomerate satellite this morning. 

“He was preparing an important project for the conglomerate and wanted me to be here real time since I was to take it over.” 

I could hardly consider ordering Gretchen a wardrobe or redesigning the USB from the ground up as important for the conglomerate but those were private records above her pay grade. 

She hummed with feigned interest. 

“Do you have any leads or ideas about his cause of death?” I asked, genuinely curious. “He was a healthy man, I doubt it was something as trivial as a stroke or heart attack.”

Security data for the mansion was stored locally in the building to limit remote tampering but also meant I couldn’t check it on the flight down.

“I’m not at liberty to say at this time,” the detective replied. 

“You are aware that I’ll be getting my hands on these crime scene files as soon as they’re entered into the system. It’d be easiest for both of us if I was let in sooner rather than later.” 

“Perhaps,” Pikowski said. “But there are proper channels for these things.”

“Detective, with all due respect, every one of those proper channels leads back to me.” I pulled my hand terminal out of my robe’s inner pocket. “Name someone, anyone, I’ll give them a call. It’d be career suicide for them to ignore my call or deny my request.” 

I looked at her expectantly, waiting for a name. 

Pikowski sighed in resignation. “Whoever killed your father wanted it to be known that this was a murder. And they altered the security video to make it seem like they could appear and disappear out of thin air.” 

The first statement about the conspicuous murder of a conglomerate head was concerning. The second sounded unsettlingly familiar and the idea of its consequences sent chills down my spine. 

“Whoever did this,” Pikowski continued, “was powerful. Extremely powerful. And, with all due respect Mr. Rungson, the most powerful man I can imagine just arrived from Feldman’s station. I’d be stupid not to consider him my prime suspect.” 

I nodded my head and gave Pikowski a thoughtful smile. Accusing the new head of a conglomerate of patricide to his face was bold. I couldn’t imagine a better detective to investigate my murder.

Even if the killer was likely capable of far more than she could imagine.
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Isat on the synth-leather couch in my living room sipping a cup of freshly brewed coffee. It’d been a pain to make the cup, I couldn’t find my way around my own kitchen here since my private chef Linda was typically the only one to use it. 

But I gave her, and the rest of the staff, a week off to mourn their boss’s death. Whether or not they were spending the time mourning or partying was not my concern. 

My coffee wasn’t bad but more bitter than when Linda brewed it. I sipped it anyway enjoying the familiar taste. As I drank I began to review the security footage on the living room’s massive TV.

The living room was almost completely white, like much of the rest of the house. Organics like leather and wood were rare in this, and most of humanity’s, future. 

Fortunately, anything that came from the ground like clay, granite, marble, and metal was cheap and copious. There were mines for them on world and off. And mining had been automated and profitable ages ago.

Organics like leather and wood took time and resources to nurture and grow. And when humanity was expanding through the stars like bacteria in a Petri dish nurturing luxury items was not a priority.

Society was built on profitable and automatic materials, it was the only way to house so many humans across the Central System. And even with my wealth this house was built and filled with earthen materials. 

The side tables, countertops, and the coffee table that my feet currently rested on were all made of white granite speckled with dots of black or silver. The couch was a cushy synth-leather three-seater. An armchair sat to the side of the TV screen in a corner under a lamp with a spherical metal lampshade. 

On the other side of the screen was a clay statue taller than me that looked like a snowman halfway through melting and then beaten by a loan shark who hadn’t been paid. For the past week I’d been living here I’d considered throwing it off the balcony. This morning was no different. 

But that was the cost of having someone else decorate the house. For a world I’d spent so much time in, a world where I was immensely wealthy, I didn’t have the sentimental memories to fill this house with anything meaningful. Let alone the countless other homes, starships, and space stations I owned across the Central System. So the work was delegated to a subsidiary of my conglomerate. 

Which led to it being filled with artwork that didn’t speak to me as much as it screeched an out-of-tune rendition of my least favorite song. 

The first viewing of the security footage was jarring. Detective Pikowski, who’d left with the small army of the Griffith police officers a few hours ago, was correct that the killer wanted everyone who saw the security footage to know that this was in fact a murder. 

Poison or a dozen different chemicals could’ve covertly killed me in my sleep. It wouldn’t be hard, I ate anything and everything I could get my hands on in this universe. Linda was an amazing chef. Everything she made was worlds better than the freeze-dried stuff on my Fortress of Solitude at the end of the universe. 

But no. This killer appeared in the kitchen and grabbed the biggest chef knife they could find. They quietly walked upstairs and sliced my throat. Then, to make sure I was dead, they stabbed me in the chest a few dozen times.

The fact that my master bedroom didn’t have a trace of blood in it was a testament to the quality of the crime scene cleaning crew. 

The killer wore all black including the rubber-soled sneakers they wore. The jacket had a hood that was pulled up over his head, and a ball cap and bandana made sure everything else was hidden as well. Then the killer disappeared as the detective mentioned.

I restarted the clip watching the killer carefully. 

The police department, whose files were being automatically sent to me, had already analyzed the video. Their digital forensics team was unable to get more than the killer’s poorly lit eyes. The team, unsurprisingly, had no luck matching the killer with anyone in their facial recognition databases. 

The forensic team had also failed to find any evidence of tampering with the data on the recording. A conclusion they refused to accept. Their reports seemed convinced that it was not a matter of if the video had been tampered with to make the killer disappear but how the tampering was so seamless. 

I watched the murder a second time with something else in mind. 

After removing the knife from my chest for the twelfth time the killer took a deep breath, then another one. Perhaps they were catching their breath from the work of stabbing me, as most of the police reports claimed. But when the killer disappeared, and the knife fell to the ground with a clatter, there was no doubt in my mind this person could travel the multiverse like me. 

So I rewatched it a dozen times, noting their movements, mannerisms, how they walked up the stairs, and what century I thought the clothes might be from. 

The killer was right-handed but favored their left foot. The shoes were not a brand I was familiar with, meaning they probably didn’t come from a universe I remembered. But the ball cap hasn’t been in style since humanity made space travel trivial. Meaning this person was at least as old as me, or favored dressing in the style of the universe I grew up in.

The list of suspects, people I knew could travel the multiverse, wasn’t huge. It consisted of me, Gretchen, and a society of avian bird people. The lack of feathers around the killer’s eyes eliminated all but two of them.

Gretchen fit the bill. She’d grown up in the same type of universe as me, always wore sneakers, and I couldn’t blame her for wanting revenge for me killing so many versions of her across the multiverse. 

But we’d made up since then. She forgave me for it and I promised I wouldn’t do it again, and would help her escape the tracking memory of the avians. 

It could be me, I’d killed myself before. First by an SUV then a few dozen times as an experiment just to see if there was anything that could keep me dead. 

My future self had told me, when we met in that coffee shop after my first death, that he’d tried a few different methods and none worked. I made good on his prediction failing to find anything either. And after each death, I woke up in a parallel universe that was almost exactly but not quite an identical image of the previous one. 

Which is how I realized I’d been murdered this morning. 

I’d finished the project outline for collecting Gretchen’s wardrobe over Linda’s delicious pancake breakfast. Gretchen had asked for a change of clothes when I left her on the Fortress of Solitude a week ago in my lifetime. With the ability to travel through time, nothing’s pressing. There’s no urgency when you can disappear and return a moment later after living a lifetime or two. 

I’d spent the past week between worlds, the universe I consider my home with its familiar USB technology, and this one where I had my Fortress of Solitude orbiting Jupiter and the red giant that became of the planet’s sun. 

I couldn’t just take notes and email USB’s schematics and protocols to myself in this universe. So I had to study it deeply in order to convert it into instructions that the computer on the Fortress would understand. 

Luckily nothing is pressing to a time traveler. 

The USB information was saved to my personal terminal ready to be sent via a deep space probe to the fortress.

This morning I’d put the final touches on the wardrobe project outline as well. I was preparing to send it to the subsidiary that would curate a fashionable and practical wardrobe for Gretchen in the latest, and by my specific request antiquated, designs. Along with a few practical tools like space suits, mag boots, and astrotherms.

I listed the coordinates in space that it needed to be sent to on the outline. Then to make sure, as the best way to lose something in the multiverse is to send it to the wrong future, I reached out to make sure that I was on the right timeline.

The way I feel the multiverse when I’m traveling through it is like a fraying rope that you can zoom in and out of endlessly without it changing shape, like a fractal. I followed the thread of the universe I was on, ignoring any future fraying it might do. When I found the position in time that my Fortress of Solitude should’ve existed, with Gretchen on it, I found a lifeless satellite that I’d never visited.

The work order to build and deliver this satellite home I called the Fortress of Solitude was completed by Todd Rungson I. My great great grandfather, according to official records. It existed in the future of every universe that had a Rungson conglomerate. Every time a universe frayed a new Fortress of Solitude was created. 

However, I only ever visited one specific version. I only ever shipped supplies to one specific version, and I’d left Gretchen to occupy herself for a few hours, at that one specific version. There was no way to transport goods across the multiverse so shipping a wardrobe of clothes to that universe’s future would’ve been useless to Gretchen.

Which is how I found out I’d woken up in the wrong universe. And the only thing that forced me to travel unexpectedly was death. 

My hand terminal rang next to me on the couch shocking me out of my contemplation about the murderer’s origins. Looking down I saw an incoming video call from the conglomerate’s chief of police. His profile picture was a professional photograph dressed in his most formal blues. 

I accepted the call without turning the video on, I’d taken off my ridiculous coat and peacock shirt and was in an unflattering, but comfortable, white undershirt.

On the small screen of the hand terminal, the chief sat in his office, clean-shaven and wearing a colorful shirt and robe-like overcoat. 

“Mr. Rungson I’m calling you to preemptively apologize for Detective Pikowski’s report,” Chief Stone said, he sounded flustered and spoke faster than seemed appropriate. “I’m aware that you’re receiving files related to your father’s death as they’re being uploaded. And I wanted to let you know that after reviewing Pikowski’s report I’ve decided to take her off the case and assign a more experienced and level-headed detective to your father’s case.” 

“I haven’t read the report yet,” I said. “But I assume she accused me of being her prime suspect just like she did this morning.” At the time I was shocked she said it to my face, but even more surprising was that she’d put it on an official document.

“She did. And I’m sorry for her behavior this morning. I’ll make sure to take official disciplinary action for that wild accusation. I’m aware that there is plenty of documentation of your travels from Feldman’s station this morning and that it is impossible and insulting to—”

“Keep her on,” I said, then chuckled at the wide-eyed shock on the chief’s face. I pulled up Pikowski’s report on the large TV screen and scanned it. “Says here she wants to question me next?” 

“Of course. But we’re taking your father’s death seriously. We’re committed to finding his killer and will do whatever’s necessary to bring him to justice.” 

I didn’t share his confidence. As capable as Rungson police are there aren’t any that can travel through the multiverse, at least not to my knowledge. 

“Send Pikowski back over,” I said. “I’ll answer any questions she has. I want someone working on this case who isn’t willing to overlook the impossible.” 

The chief agreed, had no choice to do anything else, but he couldn’t hide the shocked and confused expression on his face. 

I hung up before he shared any more niceties about my “father.”
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Detective Pikowski sat in the large white armchair across from the couch that I was seated on. She still wore the practical vest and long-sleeved collared shirt that she had on this morning. She seemed incapable or unwilling to get comfortable in the large seat, likely due to the badge, gun, and other tools strapped to her belt. 

I’d put on a dark blue and slightly less chaotically patterned shirt over my undershirt to prepare for her arrival, but I didn’t go as far as to button it up. I wanted to be presentable but also comfortable. After all, I was supposed to be a mourning heir, some dishevelment was acceptable. 

The television to Pikowski’s left had a few files related to my murder displayed. And she had a few more on the hand terminal in her lap. The same terminal that was recording our conversation. 

She’d already asked me a dozen questions, all related to my travels from Feldman’s station. I answered them as best I could, but considering that the paperwork was faked and I hadn’t actually left Feldman’s it was difficult to keep my story straight. 

The only thing more uncomfortable than the melted and assaulted snowman statue was the fact that Pikowski knew I was lying but wasn’t bold enough to accuse me of it. Likely due to a stern lecture from Chief Stone. 

“And you arrived on the orbital satellite via high-speed gate transfer at 3:19?” Pikowski asked, for the third time.

“If that’s what the documents say then it’s true. I didn’t pay too much attention to the time. Other things on my mind.” I gestured at the screen on the wall. 

“But transmissions related to your father’s death didn’t go out until 6:57. Were you aware of your father’s death before the first public transmission.” 

“One would hope that the leaders of the conglomerate are at least a little more informed than the public,” I said with a smile.

“So at 3:28 Griffith local time, you boarded the orbital entry shuttle landing you at the planet-side dockyards at 4:13?” Pikowski continued jumping back in the timeline to catch me off guard. “That’s a tight turnaround.” 

“If this is just going to be questions about my itinerary I can direct you to my lawyers who are as familiar with the paperwork’s timeline as you are.” I groaned a little regretful that I’d agreed to this interrogation. 

“Look, Monika,” I said using her first name to attempt to be encouraging and familiar. “Ask me something interesting. About my father. About me. About what kind of conspiracy we’re committing that might motivate someone to kill me.” I wanted something to prove that she was the right detective for this strange case.

She looked at me while she chewed on the inside of her cheek contemplatively. 

“Fine,” she relented. “I’ve got something for you.” She gestured at the TV. “May I?”

I gave her hand terminal control of the screen and smiled. Whatever she was about to show me had not been filed in the official records yet. 

Pikowski stood up and walked to the side of the couch I was seated on. From her hand terminal, she transmitted a security video of the orbital satellite I was on this morning to the screen.

A crowd of people exited from the docking terminal and dispersed into the crowd. Facial recognition identified a few people automatically. Other than that it was an uninteresting video.

I shrugged.

She restarted the video but paused it before the doors opened and the crowd spilled out. “This is the high-speed gate transfer that arrived at 3:19. Point out to me where you are in that crowd?” She played the video. 

I didn’t bother watching it a second time. I looked at her, who was waiting and watching me. 

“What else do you have?” I asked with a smile.

“I have footage of you boarding the orbital entry shuttle,” she said. “And I have footage of you arriving on the orbital satellite.” 

“Good,” I said. “Show me that one.” 

A little confused by my enthusiasm she played the security footage. Public satellite hubs like that are littered with security cameras and monitoring devices. Data was stored about every square inch of the place. 

Pikowski played a video in the back hallway of the main path of foot traffic. Not too much was happening. Until I suddenly appeared out of nowhere. 

It was the unmistakable scruffy-faced leather jacket and heavy boot wearing body that I traveled in. The only thing that followed me from universe to universe, when I wasn’t taking over the body of a pre-existing Todd. 

I could’ve appeared in a bathroom if I didn’t want to be noticed. But there were cybertons of data and it would take a highly motivated person to spot me appearing in these corridors, let alone care about my mysterious appearance. And someone that motivated would easily notice that I hadn’t ever walked into the bathroom. That kind of motivation was exactly what I needed if I was going to catch my killer. 

“Care to explain how the same editing trick was applied to Rungson orbital satellite security footage as your father’s house?” Pikowski said after a minute.

I was glad that I had someone so motivated working on this case. Now it was just a matter of directing her down the right path.

I stood up. I shrugged off my dark blue shirt, I liked it since it was less ridiculous than the rest of my wardrobe. I didn’t want it to disappear. 

The empty mug from this morning sat on the coffee table and I picked it up. I held it over the couch, uninterested in cleaning up the shattered mess since housekeeping would be gone for the rest of the week mourning my death. 

“Turn off your recording,” I told Pikowski. Before she protested I added, “If you upload anything I’m about to show you I’ll just take it down. We both know I’m powerful enough to make it happen. Save us both the chaos.” 

She pressed some buttons on her hand terminal, but I couldn’t be certain she’d ended her recording. And at a certain point, I was just going to have to trust her. 

I took a deep breath reached out in my mind for a point a little further down on the frayed strand that was this timeline and exhaled. 

My shoulders were instantly weighed down by my heavy leather duster. 

Pikowski had moved to behind the white couch and she was pacing back and forth. Startled at my sudden appearance from her perspective she reached for the gun that rested on her hip. 

I put my arms up in surrender uninterested in being killed a second time today. 

While she caught her breath from my sudden arrival I shrugged off my leather duster to the couch over the coffee mug that had fallen there in my departure. 

My cheeks were scruffy again, and the fact I’d have to shave twice in one day to maintain this universe’s style was a little frustrating. But the black T-shirt and jeans that I was suddenly wearing were comfortable enough.

I took a relaxed seat on the armchair looking past the couch at Pikowski who was gathering words.

“You disappeared for like five minutes,” she finally said, voice wavering as if she didn’t know her statement was real. “Where did you go?”

“Nowhere,” I said with a shrug. “I just jumped to this moment in time.” 

“You want me to believe you can travel through time?”

“Believe? You watched me do it,” I said. “This requires as much faith as gravity. But let’s look at the bigger picture.”

“What bigger picture?” she asked sarcastically. “I need an explanation for what just happened here and now, in this room.”

I didn’t have one for her, at least not one that would appease her. I took control of the television again and replayed my murder. The killer disappeared after a deep breath, the kitchen knife dropped the the ground with a clatter. 

Pikowski’s eyes widened with shock. 

“You did it!” she said. “You killed your father.” Her hand rested on her gun the other hand reached for her handcuffs. 

I shook my head still relaxed in the armchair. “I didn’t kill anyone this morning. I was the one laying in that bed.” 

The detective looked from me to her hand terminal. “The resemblance is uncanny.”

“DNA records will confirm I’m the same as well,” I said. “Someone digs it up every few decades, but truth be told no one’s super interested in conspiracies about their conglomerate leader being a clone or a time traveler or an alien being.”

“What the hell am I supposed to do with this then?” Pikowski asked.

“Same thing you were doing this morning. Find my killer. Except now you actually have all the information.” 

“How am I supposed to track down a time traveler?” She asked.

It was a good question. One I had asked myself a few times. 

Up to this point, I just wanted to have someone to share the mystery with. But Pikowski had already proved to be a better detective than I ever was in any of my past lives. And tracking down a killer capable of traveling the multiverse would need someone remarkably talented.
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