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The Timeslot Paradox

 

Jeff Womack

For friends, loved ones, and my own found family. You know who you are.

 


A Note on Names

To preserve the secrecy of time travel, Temporal Engineers generally use an alias while away from their home timeline. Most keep their same initials for simplicity.

 

Theresa uses the alias Tia.

Chris uses the alias Charles.

Kiernen uses the alias Kasey.

Amber uses the alias Autumn.

Crystal uses the alias Summer.


1

CRYSTAL

August 1993

 

Ispent weeks cleaning out the house before I discovered the secret compartment.

Unexpectedly, the lowest dresser drawer was crammed full of socks, far more colorful than I would ever wear. I slid the whole thing out to tilt them into the donation box. Shaking the drawer to free the last pair, I felt something shift, just before a false bottom hinged open, and a book fell out among the clothes.

The unmarked tan cover had no title, no call number, nothing.

Three months before, Mom had…faded to silence like the final song on an album. After the funeral, when the flow of her friends bringing food over eventually slowed and stopped, I slipped into a deep funk. No desire to move on, I’d just spun in place, the crackle of static at the center of a record repeating over and over.

My counselor suggested that the grief process could be helped by changing how I thought about the house. Even though I lived there alone, it still felt like Mom’s. So, I cleaned and sorted absolutely everything. Like learning to play an instrument, the only way to improve was practice. So, I practiced. I practiced being a self-sufficient adult, one shelf, one box, one drawer at a time.

Sorting and cleaning became the therapy that finally lifted my needle out of that endless groove.

Slowly, I’d worked my way through the entire basement, most of the garage, the kitchen, nearly everything except Mom’s bedroom. I knew I needed to build up to it, so I left her room to last. That morning, I'd stood in her doorway, debating between the dresser and the closet. It didn’t matter much. Since I was several inches taller, most of her clothes would be donated anyway.

Gently lifting the book out of the box, I opened it to the first page, where handwritten text began. “James was my best friend, and now he’s dead.” The date didn’t make any sense though: July 2018.

An unpublished novel set in the future? As a librarian, Mom lived her entire life around books. So maybe? Except this wasn’t her familiar handwriting. It was far too messy. Why go to such trouble to hide it?

Sitting on the floor, the socks forgotten, a story unfolded, page by page: time travelers, friendship, loss, escape, revenge, and even a little romance.

I read until my legs fell asleep. Standing unsteadily, a folded bundle of paper covered with undecipherable math calculations slipped out from between the pages onto the floor. Tucked inside, I found two white rectangles. I used the smaller, a worn piece of unlabeled plastic to mark my place in the book. The larger showed writing in one corner that I recognized was Mom’s. “Charles and me, 1968.” I flipped it over to see an old black-and-white photo of a smiling couple posing on a stair landing. An Asian man in shirt and tie had his arm around the waist of a White woman in a floral dress. She had straight dark hair parted in the middle.

Mom only had a few photos of my dad. Her favorite hung in the hall, the rest stayed in an album. I’d seen them all many times, but never this one. Dad looked the same as in all his other photos, but Mom was so young, her hair longer than I remembered and years before any gray crept in.

On the wall behind them, the bottom corner of an antique picture frame showed. I leaned close and noticed a dog in the painting. Gasping, I sat up straight. I knew that painting! I knew exactly where they stood.

I headed out the door so fast I barely remembered to lock up. Parking always sucked near the student union, so I paid for the parking garage. Through hallways, past meeting rooms, the main lobby, and then halfway up the atrium stairs brought me to a landing with a painting of the first dean of the university…and his dog.

I stepped back and held out the photo. It lined up perfectly: the corner of the painting with the brass plaque underneath, the curving handrail to the stairs, all of it. The only things missing were my parents.

The only things missing were my parents.

That hit me hard. My counselor said grief was a road that winds back on itself. On a stair landing, empty except for me and a century-old dog, I didn’t even realize I was crying until an older woman passed by and asked if I was okay. I wiped my cheeks, told her I was fine, and walked away, back toward my car, my house, and the book my dad had left behind.

*

CHRIS

July 2018

 

James was my best friend, and now he’s dead. We grew up in an older neighborhood where every year more and more of the original houses were torn down and replaced by larger ones. James’s family lived in one of the older houses, and mine lived in a newer one. We were friends since the bus to grade school; the Black kid and the Asian kid from down the block were always together riding bikes or playing video games or whatever.

In the official story, a mugger shot James and his fiancée after leaving a movie theater. I thought I knew what truly happened, but I couldn’t prove it. Yet.

James discovered stuff about our employer he wasn’t supposed to know—a string of missing engineers going back decades. I didn’t want to believe it at first, but he finally convinced me. Either he dug a little too deep, or he didn’t cover his tracks well enough.

After the terrible phone call, I rushed to the hospital but paused, still behind the wheel. I needed to function despite the horrific news, to stand up, walk in there and find Theresa’s mom. She’d need someone to sit with her and talk to her. I wasn’t sure how or where to start.

In that moment, I couldn’t do anything for James. He loved Theresa though. It was so easy to imagine him taking my shoulder and leaning in, his usual smile replaced by intense seriousness. “You’ve got to be there for her because I can’t. T’s a badass, and she won’t want help, but I need to know you have her back.”

Keeping someone off her back was the best I had right then.

I had to compartmentalize, do what I could in that moment, and worry about later, later.

Taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly, I opened my tablet. The police blotter on the local paper’s web page didn’t have a byline but two editors were listed for local news. The photo of the second looked younger, probably an intern.

A general search for her name showed volunteer work with a dog rescue charity and included her personal email. From there it was short work to a phone number. I star-six-sevened. After several rings, I expected voicemail, but a tired voice answered, “H’lo?”

Sounding as calm as possible, I addressed her by name and said, “You don’t know me, but I need your help.”

Her voice cleared, sounding irritated. “What? Who the hell is this? It’s twelve thirty at night!”

“I didn’t give my name, and I assure you I have no desire to contact you again after tonight. I need help, and I’m willing to pay you for your effort.” I knew this had to sound strange, but I had no way around it.

When she spoke next, her voice sounded more wary than annoyed. “Whoever this is, I’m not interested.”

Concerned she was about to end the call, I spoke quickly. “Please don’t hang up. My friend was killed, and I’m trying to protect his fiancée from the people who did it.”

This gave her pause. “What did you say?”

I started again. “A mugger shot my friend and his fiancée earlier tonight as they walked to their car.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, but I still don’t understand why you’re calling me. How did you get this number anyway?”

“In a few hours, you’re going to see a police report about the shooting. It’s going to say that an African American man, age twenty-four, and an African American woman, age twenty-three, were mugged and shot near the theater on Parks Street. I need her to be omitted—or if it’s simpler, to remove the event from the police blotter altogether.”

“You know I can’t do that.”

I’d expected this. “Please check your Paypal.”

“Huh?”

I repeated myself more slowly. “Check your Paypal.” I gambled that her email address was also her account. Moments before dialing, I’d tapped the Send icon, and it worked. The amount I transferred wasn’t huge but could easily be a car payment, maybe two.

“Hang on,” she said, putting me on mute. A moment later she was back, her voice wide awake. “Okay. You have my attention.”

“Good,” I continued, trying to sound as smooth and cool as I could under the circumstances. “If by next weekend, there’s no mention in the paper or on the website, I’ll transfer that amount again.”

“Why are you doing this? No one’s ever called me in the middle of the night and offered to bribe me to remove shit from the paper.”

“As I said, I’m trying to protect my friend from the people who killed her fiancée. Is that enough?”

“Yeah, I guess it has to be.”

“Good. Thank you. Goodnight.” I ended the call and let out a tense breath. I’d pulled it off.

Walking into the waiting room, I found Theresa’s mom. She rose and wrapped me into a hug. Shorter than Theresa, her braids rubbed under my chin, and her tears soaked into my shirt.

*

THERESA

July 2018

 

We had left the movie theater, walking hand-in-hand toward James’s truck, comparing that film to others by the same director. When a man with a pistol stepped out of the shadows, James shoved me behind him, but I stumbled, pulling us both down. Two pops sounded, and then a third before I passed out.

The sound of a door interrupted my thoughts. Chris found me on a shaded patio behind the funeral home. Of the pair of friends, Chris was the smooth one and James was the funny one.

That’s what hooked me actually, James’s sense of humor. Sometimes it was deadpan sarcasm, sometimes goofy, sometimes innuendo, but his timing was always perfect. He could bust up a whole room with one joke, and I’d seen him do it plenty of times. The day he proposed, I knew he was up to something because he was less funny than usual. What a weird thing to remember.

Chris brushed off a bench and sat eye level with me, running a hand through his dark hair and shaking his head like he didn’t even know where to begin. I saved him the trouble. “Was it because of what he found?” He knew that I knew about James’s research, so I didn’t need to elaborate.

“Damn. I’ve been thinking the same thing. Yeah, probably, but where’s the proof?”

“Oh, hell! We both know this isn’t the first time! Proof doesn’t do much at this point! What jurisdiction would we take it to? And when? No—what matters is stopping him.”

I’d snapped at him when I didn’t mean to. With everything, of course my emotions were frayed. I was about to apologize when he leaned back against a planter, squinting one eye and tugging at his lip the way he did when his brain was running hard.

“Or…” He trailed off.

“Or what? You got that look. Where’s your head goin’?”

“It’s an idea, but it’s bonkers. It’d require going all in; and I mean all.”

“What?”

“No, no. Give me a few days. I need to check some things out first.”

“You better hurry.”

“Remember, I still work for Temporal Engineering. We have all the time we need.”

“Bullshit. You know as well as I do that’s not true.”

He rose and offered to push me back inside.

*

CHRIS

July 2018

 

How many time travel stories have a character who gets stranded in the past? This inspired an idea, and I toyed with it for months before pitching it to the boss.

I leaned into his office trying to sound casual, “Hey, I’ve got a concept for a project, if you have a few minutes.”

I had no idea of Vanhanen’s real age, of course: old enough to be mostly bald with a little gray around the sides and probably nearing retirement, but who knew for sure? In a time when jeans in the office were commonplace, he always wore a suit: usually gray, in an almost vintage cut, with just enough hand stitching to let others know it was custom.

He responded like I was taking up his time with nonsense. “Mr. Young, you're fully aware all our research outlines come to us along with our funding. I don’t make this up as we go.”

“I know. I know. This isn’t temporal research, or not exactly. It’s more of a fail-safe.”

I couldn’t tell if he looked intrigued or annoyed, but after a moment he closed his laptop and gestured across his large desk toward the other chair. “I’ll admit I’m warily curious.”

I described a system where a field engineer could drop an envelope in an unmarked mailbox that would jump it back to their home time.

He shook his head with a small frown. “I don’t think so. Why would Temporal Engineering ever need such a thing?”

“In case someone wasn’t able to return to their own timeline.”

“You’ve been reading too much science fiction,” he said in a slightly condescending tone that set me on edge. “That would never happen. We have protocols and safeguards in place to prevent anyone from ending up in the wrong timeline.”

I’d been about to speak, but he continued, so I waited until he was done dismissing my idea out of hand.

“And furthermore, there’s the Free Jump. A field engineer in any timeline can provide a passphrase at TE along with coordinates, and we send them on their way without question. Didn’t we talk about this during your initial training? I’m fairly certain we did.”

I took a deep breath before responding and tried not to let my annoyance show. “Yes, we did.”

“See? So, what’s the concern? Your rogue project doesn’t fix anything that’s actually broken.”

“If you’ll give me a second, I’ll explain.”

He looked at his watch and said, “I have to leave for a meeting in a few minutes. I’m listening, but you’ll need to be quick.”

“Okay. You said it yourself. The Free Jump.”

“What of it?”

“How often does that policy get used?”

“Not frequently. A few times a year, maybe.”

“And when an employee shows up with coordinates in hand—does anyone take the time to check the numbers before they jump?”

He squinted, and his tone changed, speaking more slowly, like he was still processing. “Now that you mention it, no. It’s always been ‘no questions asked.’”

“What if that person we opened the portal for didn’t run the formula correctly? What if they didn’t carry enough digits? Wouldn’t a way to call for help be a good idea?”

“I'm intrigued, but how would you prevent someone using it to gain foreknowledge.”

“I guess that’d need to be a policy thing. This would be for emergencies only.” Maybe I’d finally gotten through to him, but I had one more point I wanted to make. “You emphasized in our training about the inherent dangers of time travel, and even more about protecting the timeline. This would be a way to add another layer of safety for field engineers.”

Looking thoughtful, and even rubbing his chin, he grudgingly agreed. “Very well. I’ll approve some preliminary research. Come up with a plan and some designs. If…and I mean if, you can get to a proof of concept, we’ll talk more.”

We set up a departmental account to pay for materials, but the funding was laughably small—not even half of what I’d need. Sometimes I wondered if Vanhanen knew what things cost in the real world. Rather than debate it, I added enough from my own pocket to make up the difference.

I had pages of notes and sketches, but only the start of a prototype when James and Theresa were shot. The morning after the funeral, I sat in the lab, heart pounding, James’s research on an endless loop in my memory. If V was responsible, what would prevent him from doing the same to me?

My spark of a brainstorm the day before with Theresa had been this: maybe the best way to get a safe distance from V wasn’t to run to some far-off part of the world. What if I fled to a different time? Would that work? How would that work?

I turned the prototype over and over in my hands amid a swirl of possibilities in my mind. The mailbox project could be the catalyst! Building it would be a reason to be gone from TE. Using it would allow Theresa and I to stay in contact.

For my idea to work, I’d need a place to, well, work. My staff ID and a believable story about research got me into the facilities archive, where the university stored floor plans for all the buildings. It was dusty and cramped, but thankfully empty of people.

I referenced an overall campus map, overlaid steam tunnels and underground power lines. Buildings without a basement, too far from the power mains, or newer than fifty years old were eliminated right away.

On a crumbling blueprint of the student union, in a round space between foundations at one end, someone had crossed out the word “UNEXCAVATED” and penciled in “CON OFF,” along with a door to the corridor. Construction Office, maybe?

Walking through the basement of a hundred-year-old building alone at night felt ominous. The curving hallway looked exactly like the floor plan, except darker and creepier. Between a janitor’s closet and an electrical panel was a nondescript wood door, damaged at some point, hastily repaired, and painted to match the wall. As quietly as possible, I pried off a crooked board, but parts of the old latch clattered loudly to the hard floor. So much for silence. The door swung in on hinges creaking like a horror movie.

Inside was better than I’d hoped for: a dry concrete floor, a high ceiling with exposed structure, and even lights and outlets. The carpenters who built the union made themselves an office to get out of the weather. It didn’t look like anyone had been there since the last bricks were laid.


2

CRYSTAL

August 1993

 

Iread my dad’s manuscript all the way through that first night: a fictionalized autobiography—sort of. The chapter where he met my mom was cute and funny. I’d heard her tell the story enough times to recognize it, but it was cool to see it from the other side.

Was there an earlier volume missing that better explained the stuff about the time portal? Near the end, he wrote more about Mom than time traveling. I was really into it (my favorite character was Kasey, the nerdy guy with the big words) when it just…quit.

I turned a page to find the next sheet blank and made a whiny “Ugh!” I flipped to the previous entry and then back to the still-blank next page as if it might make a difference. It didn’t.

Sitting alone on my sofa, the house having grown dark around me, I smiled despite the blank pages. It was a smile that was as much sad as happy, but it was a smile. I’d wept countless tears for the loss of my mother and for the hole it had left in my life. This was different. This smile was for a discovery. The manuscript I held in my hands contained a piece of my father, a man I’d never known. In that moment, I felt closer to him than ever before.

I put the book and the photo on the mantel, unsure what else to do with them. Hiding them again in the bottom drawer didn’t feel right, not after I’d found them. That moment became a turning point for me. Seeing this glimpse into Mom’s past and who she’d been before the life I remember, before her health became our focus, let me see things as part of a bigger picture.

I walked past the mantel every day. Eventually, their presence there became as familiar as the old photos on the wall.

*

CHRIS

July 2018

 

“We are so far beyond hiding and playing it safe,” Theresa snapped.

Ostensibly helping pack up her old apartment, I’d just finished laying out my idea for researching out of time. It didn’t go over like I’d hoped. “This isn’t only about staying safe. I mean, well…it is, but I’m trying to be smart about it. We only get one shot before he knows we’re coming for him. We can’t go in there with guns blazing.”

She shook her head and breathed out through her nose, sharply and dismissively.

“Right now, all we have is James’s research and the fact that you two were attacked soon after.” She started to interrupt, so I said the next few words louder, “Assuming James was right…” Then I continued in a normal tone, “If we keep on digging into what he was already researching, there’s too strong a chance Vanhanen would figure we’re onto him too.”

“You think you can find what James was after in another timeline?”

“From an earlier point, when V didn’t know he needed to be so diligent about security…yeah, I do. It’s not a sure thing, of course, but it’s our best chance.”

“I know you’ve thought this through and all, but I’m sorry, I’m not interested in spending time in the civil rights era. It was bad enough for Blacks who could walk.”

I didn’t expect her to draw that conclusion, because it wasn’t what I meant. “Actually, I never intended for you to go with me. Remember, Vanhanen hasn’t met you. He didn’t even go to James’s funeral. You should be safe enough here—” I gestured toward her laptop. “—unless you go poking into things best left unpoked.”

“I can’t just sit around on my ass! My grad classes don’t start back up until January. What am I supposed to do until then? Watch Netflix?”

“Well, your physical therapy…”

“Hell, no!” She cut across me. “Hell, no! If you’re jumping out of this piece of shit timeline, then so am I.”

“What?”

“Thirty years oughta do it, don’t you think? I imagine by the 2040s they should be able to make me walk again.”

“No. Jumping forward is dangerous.”

“Look who’s talkin’! Aren’t you worried about the hate on Asians in the sixties too?”

“On a college campus, disguised as a visiting professor…” I shrugged and trailed off. “I’ll need to be careful about where I go and what I do, but it should be safe enough. I mean, technically this is the Upper Midwest, emphasis on upper, y’know?”

“Except you don’t know, and you’re trying to bullshit your way into convincing me, and possibly yourself, that it’ll be okay.”

“Maybe so, but I need to be as close to the beginning of TE as I can to find any physical records on file, and better the middle of the civil rights movement than before.” Theresa rolled her eyes like she still didn’t buy it. “Jumping into the future’s a whole different kind of danger. You’d create an end of the line within your own foreseeable lifespan.”

She answered flatly, “Do you really think I give a shit?”

“Not right now, no; but one day you might.”

“That’s not your call to make. It’s mine.”

I saw determination in her dark eyes that I knew I wouldn’t beat. She’d won, and the best I had left was a little bargaining over the specifics. “Can I at least talk you into something less than thirty years?”

“What, like twenty-five?”

“Maybe ten or fifteen?” I asked, unsure.

“Twenty-three, and I’m afraid that’s my last offer.”

“Fine, damn it. Fine.”

*

THERESA

August 2018

 

Chris sure loved his research. Partway through talking I knew I wouldn’t convince him it was frivolous, so I shifted the conversation toward future technology to help me walk. A believable reason to jump, and while true, it wasn’t the whole story.

The situation needed action, not more hours spent digging through dusty archives.

Chris’s invention would allow us to remain in contact, but only if I had access to the equipment inside TE. I could have hacked my way in every so often to “check the mail,” but eventually I would have gotten caught. A job there solved the problem in a much simpler way.

Frankly, the thought of working alongside the man responsible for James’s death terrified me. I knew it was dangerous, and I knew I’d need to be constantly vigilant about sticking to my cover story. One minor slip and he’d be onto me.

But the thing was…enduring all that stress, not to mention the temporal headaches, put me in the position I wanted: within literal striking distance of revenge.

Chris had said “guns blazing” as a metaphor, but it held more nuance from my side. I’d never liked firearms, even before being permanently disabled by one, but I couldn’t deny a temptation to roll into TE, shoot Vanhanen, and escape through the portal. It would have been a sort of revenge, sure. But honestly, I wanted more. I wanted it worse. I wanted him to endure years of consequences stemming from the bullet that caused James’s death, like I would face. I wanted him brought low.

Shit. That sounded dark.

The trouble was I didn't know how to pull it off…yet.

I envisioned myself lying in wait while Vanhanen jumped, then epically destroying the equipment, sparks flying across the lab and everything. Realistically, I’d get the same result with less effort and drama by simply unplugging it. But no, neither of those would do anything more than keep V from returning through the portal to that one moment in time. He could still go to other years, so it wouldn’t keep Chris or anyone else safe. Not to mention it would trap me in my future timeline without a way to get back.

I needed to come up with something better.

*

CHRIS

August 2018

 

Theresa was right. We didn’t have all the time we needed.

In the TE lab, I alternated my attention between my time-letter device and completing James’s last experiment, when the door opened. Vanhanen turned a lab chair and sat, looking tired. He pointed at the other one asking, “Do you have a minute?”

“Sure.”

Maybe he looked old more than tired, or looked older than usual, I guess. He rubbed his forehead and sighed as if unsure sure how to begin. “I’ve been debating this for a while now, years really. With Miss Garcia leaving last year and now James…” He paused, and I realized he’d said James, not Mr. Sinclair, which was unusual. “The department is down to only the two of us now. I'm thinking maybe it’s finally time to retire.”

I tried not to let the shock show on my face. No, no, no, no, no! Without access to TE, how would Theresa and I finish our plan? How would we escape? He was looking at me like he expected me to say something, but the best I could stammer out was “Um. Wow. That’s…uh…sudden.”

“It probably appears that way, but I assure you it’s been in the back of my mind since before you and Mr. Sinclair started.”

I gestured toward a piece of James’s equipment. “What about?”

“Go ahead and finish up that last experiment. Can you wrap it up by a week from Friday?”

I thought fast. I needed to buy time. “Maybe. If I put in some extra hours, or I could finish it up the following week.”

“Well, get it far as you can.” Damn, didn't work. How would he explain a half-finished experiment?

He stood, interrupting my thought, and added, “I’ll write you a letter, of course.” I must have looked puzzled. One hand on the lab door, he offered, “Of recommendation. No specifics of course, but I can talk about project management and such. That should help for wherever you go next.”

Surprised and confused, I thanked him. He nodded and left quietly. I leaned back and looked at the ceiling, thinking about the door for the round room. A replacement was on order through the prototype account but not delivered or installed yet. I still needed to paint it, and Theresa had to set up the electronic lock.

Not to mention everything else we needed to finish before jumping.

How the hell were we going to pull this off in only two weeks?

*

THERESA

August 2018

 

Time travel isn’t what people think. There’s no blue box, no silver car, and no phone booth.

The universe abhors a paradox. A person can’t meet themselves in the past or prevent something they wish they hadn’t done, and they can’t change anything altering the timeline leading up to travelling to the past. If they try, debilitating head pain will knock them on their ass.

Chris squeezed everything he’d learned his whole first year at Temporal Engineering into a few weeks: time travel theory, temporal coordinates, and operation of the portal itself. Good thing I was a fast study.

Additionally, I learned about change perpetuation. One can’t simply jump back in time, make a change, and expect it to be permanent. That’s not how it works. A change will walk its way toward the future at the ordinary rate of time. When I didn’t follow his explanation, he elaborated, “Imagine you go back in time to January first and paint a big X on the wall. If you go home for a week, then return on January second, the wall will be blank. The change you made, your X, will have moved forward to the eighth during the seven days you were in your own timeline. See?” Barely beginning to, I referred to those lessons as “CP-101.”

Being out of time also meant a constant low-grade headache. On returning, it stopped. The time traveler had to remember that their home time, their timeslot, marched forward, just like the X on the wall, at the ordinary rate of time.

Where CP got trickier was in electronic records, or worse, people’s memories. When I asked why, he shrugged and said, “That’s the main thrust of what TE studies: understanding how time works and what’ll affect how changes ripple along the timeline. Decades of study…and it still isn’t all figured out. Remember, TE isn’t part of the history department. The E is for engineering.”

Chris sold as much as he could: his stuff, my stuff, James’s stuff. We needed transportable, untraceable wealth.

For jumping to the past, he bought all the vintage cash he could find, regardless of quality. It sold for more than face value, of course, but in the 60s, a one-hundred-dollar bill bought seven or eight times as much as in 2018, so he’d still be ahead.

My future finances relied on a stash of actual gold, since its price consistently increased faster than inflation, as well as thousands worth of savings bonds in my new name.

Meanwhile, I worked on our fake identities.

Chris explained how TE field agents always used an alias when out of time. On the off chance they appeared in any contemporary record, there would be no risk of revealing the existence of time travel. Our jumps weren’t remotely sanctioned by TE, but it still felt like a good idea, even to the tradition of keeping our same initials for simplicity.


3

AMBER

January 2045

 

Istepped off the bus into a cold wind and tried to avoid putting my crutches on a patch of ice. Despite sitting near the front, everyone else maneuvered past me on the short sidewalk to the door of the student union.

It was the same knee I injured years before—the one ending my undergrad soccer scholarship. This time, the ski patrol found me in a three-foot drift of snow. There was a ride on a sled thing behind a snowmobile, an ambulance, and finally a surgeon telling me I needed a knee replacement.

Dad flew out and got me settled. When I left for the trip, my apartment was in post-breakup and pre-vacation chaos, so even worse than usual. The pain killers did their job but made me sleepy most of the first few days. I’d wake up and smell cleaning products or hear him moving stuff around, and I’d yell something like, “Whatever it is, leave it!”

He’d reply from the other room, “But what about all these tools and things? How are you going to clean all this after I leave?”

I called back, “You’re assuming I actually clean. That might be your first mistake.”

“Okay, but seriously…”

“Whatever. Just don’t throw anything away that looks important,” and I’d drift back to sleep on the couch. The pain came later, and it hung around for a long, long time.

Moving slowly, I followed the crowd into the round atrium, staying along the edge of the room by the wall. Campus legend held that walking over the brass inlaid zodiac in the center of the floor meant you’d fail your next test. I’d finished grad school three years before, but I still couldn’t bring myself to do anything different.

Uncle Kurtis came by with groceries and a cane for once I’m off the crutches. We watched a lot of movies, all three of us squeezed onto my sofa, me in the middle, my leg on the coffee table. After about a week, and once there wasn’t anything left to clean, I sent Dad home, insisting I could get around well enough inside the apartment.

Unexpectedly, it was the down time and the boredom that bothered me most of all. I was used to a certain level of physical activity: running, yoga, whatever. I rode my bicycle nearly everywhere most of the year. Not exercising, not even really moving around made me twitchy. The muscles above and below the joint ached from disuse, and the other leg was sore from having to literally carry all the weight.

I skipped the ornate curving stair and followed Tia’s directions instead; she always knew where the elevators were. I rode down to a basement I wasn’t aware even existed. Past loading and storage, a dim curving hallway led to a dead end and an unmarked steel door, unassuming, painted to match the wall, and easy to miss if you weren’t looking, probably intentional.

I’d texted my boss while still in the hospital. He sent back a characteristically brief email response saying he hoped I would have a fast recovery. Yes, he still uses email. A few days after Dad left, I replied, asking if I could work remotely. Since the pandemic in the early 20s, working from home was common, but given the classified nature of temporal research, our boss was a stickler about security and didn’t allow it. I copied Tia, and my friend came through for me offering up an alternative project I could do part-time while my knee worked its frustratingly slow way back to 100 percent.

Vanhanen approved, commenting that the room in the basement of the student union was closer to parking than the regular TE office in the nuclear engineering building. I rolled my eyes at that. He never remembered I didn’t own a car at all. At least the bus stopped right out front. V probably hadn’t ridden a bus since he was a kid—if then.

Tia explained that the Timeslot room was built decades ago, but it hadn’t worked in years, if ever. Therefore…fixing it. I swiped my card and the heavy door clicked. Shouldering it open, I felt around for a light switch. The room was maybe twenty-five feet across and round, matching the atrium above. It smelled dusty and old, but dry. Along one wall were metal storage cabinets and a small sink. The other side had furniture, covered like in an old movie, but I barely registered the details.

What waited straight ahead brought me to a halt, and the door creaked shut behind me. It was the biggest computer mess I’d ever seen. A long worktable, overflowing, with piles on the floor as well: laptops and monitors, more keyboards, cards, mouses and random components than I could count, not to mention miles of cabling, a tube monitor from back when computers were beige, and at least two desktop towers. I hadn’t seen one of those since I was kid taking apart an old one in Dad’s basement.

Pulling off my hat and scarf, I whispered into the silent room, “Holy…shit.”

I found a folding chair behind the table and sat, taking the weight off my knee. For a couple of solid hours, I rummaged through computer hardware older than me. Needing a break, I explored the rest of the room before diving back into the tech. The sheet covered a sofa in a vintage shade of muddy brown, and a rolled-up rug. The storage cabinets held a trove of random stuff: even more computer parts (in case I didn’t have enough already), light bulbs, a transistor radio, a pair of leather gloves, loose papers, and an electric tea kettle, its age given away by the cloth-wrapped cord and giant plug. Would it still work? All the way at the bottom sat a rusting toolbox with wood-handled vintage tools.

I’d expected something like an IT closet, but what I found was more along the lines of a workroom, or even an office. Someone spent considerable time there as evidenced by the tea kettle and the secondhand sofa. I plopped, as much as my knee would allow, onto the sofa with the papers from the cabinet. This kicked up enough dust to make me sneeze. Mental note: no more plopping.

Right off, I recognized the formula for calculating time travel coordinates. Why would someone do this longhand? They make you memorize it in your initial TE training, but I’ve never used it since. I waved away dust, flipping pages. The last few appeared to be schematic diagrams. Did they all fit together, or were they preliminary sketches of the same thing? Hard to tell around the mess. I tilted my head, squinting, turning pages over and around.

At best, I understood maybe half—too many unfamiliar symbols and abbreviations. Instead of running off the reactor in Nuke-E like the portal at Temporal Engineering, this tapped into the underground campus power. A drop slot somewhere upstairs led to a mini time portal near the ceiling. Equipment scanned an envelope and routed to the requested point in time.

It was a great idea—simple and brilliant, but the specifics of the system were ridiculously complicated.

I stood, careful of my knee, and crutched over to where I could hold up the schematics in front of the equipment and study both at once. There were cross outs and notes in a second handwriting. Messier and harder to decipher in faded pencil. Below that, was the first hand again. All the way in the bottom right corner of the page, crumbled and almost falling off was a dash and three capital letters, like initials: KRB.

Wait a minute. Was that…?

*

THERESA

September 2018 / January 2042

 

We weren’t ready in two weeks, but thanks to James, it didn’t matter.

The hospital staff had given me a sealed bag with everything from his pockets. The mugger had stolen the cash and phone but left the rest behind. When Vanhanen asked Chris for his key card on their last day, he handed over the one from James’s wallet instead.

V closed down Temporal Engineering exactly like he planned, but at least a month went by before Chris and I had everything prepped.

My bravado aside, what we were about to do and where I was about to go left me anxious, uncomfortable, almost twitchy. In the nighttime silence of Nuclear Engineering, I looked over my shoulder the whole way to TE until the lock clicked shut behind us. Despite his supposed retirement, Vanhanen hadn’t gotten rid of anything yet. Empty desks and covered equipment reminded me more of a storage room than a department that had been truly closed, like it was all just…waiting. I shook off a shiver and Chris waved me into the lab.

Alone in the center of the room stood an antique door frame wired to computers, equipment and power. From the control workstation, he set up the jump and input the coordinates, then nodding to me over his shoulder when it was almost ready. Emitters, set into the heavy wood all the way around, glowed purple, brightening to white. Electricity sparked from one to the next until it outlined the whole frame, throwing a flickering glare into the otherwise dark room. The arched opening turned silvery opaque before fading to a cloudy haze as the temporal field formed.

As I crossed the threshold, a buzzing sensation passed through me, uncomfortably bright and loud for an instant. Lights came on in the dark lab on the far side. I called out, “Is someone there?” before realizing it was only a motion sensor. Jumpy much?

The furniture looked exactly like before, but the computers were all updated: smaller and sleeker, with everything wireless. Everything wireless meant no USB connection ports! I sat up sharply, looking back toward the portal, but it had already gone dark.

Methodically, I searched each computer, one by one, focusing on the task to calm my anxiety. On an older machine running a backup system, I found a single empty slot. Muttering, “Shit,” after getting the USB stick backwards on the first try, I reversed it and wiggled the mouse to wake the computer. No need to even touch the keyboard, I was a better hacker than that.

In a moment, the software quietly copied itself. Eventually, it would replicate to all the computers on their network. When they reviewed resumes of recent grads, mine would be at the top of the list.

In the outer office, I paused at the hallway door. Chris had made sure the new lock for the round room in the union was the same brand and model as at TE because it included a proprietary connection cable. From the secure side, granting myself access took only a few minutes. It was unlikely someone would show up at midnight, but I still wanted to finish and get the hell out of there.

As the door clicked shut behind me, I felt the first sensation of a temporal headache. Despite all the planning and the papers for a new identity in my bag, heading down the hall away from TE, it finally hit me.

I’d left Theresa Jones behind.

*

TIA

May 2043

 

Iset a bottle of wine on the counter. Calling it a kitchen would have been generous. A year and a half before, I rented the smallest and cheapest wheelchair accessible apartment I could find: a kitchenette on one wall of the living room, and an alcove on the other side barely wide enough for a twin bed and a lamp.

Inflation had been worse in the years I’d jumped over than expected. I had enough to get by, but it’d been tight. Advertised prices still shocked me sometimes; even bottom-shelf wine cost more than several bottles in my old timeline.

Planning on celebrating, I didn’t want to dwell on money or the life I left behind. Things hadn’t gone perfectly but were good enough. I spent the first few months living like a hermit and studying. Learning every day about the history, and more important, the technology, that had come and gone in the years I jumped over. Old tech information got boring eventually, so I alternated with streaming documentaries about music, culture, unsolved mysteries, anything I could find.

By the 2040s, everything was streaming. Physical media was essentially gone. One bought broadband internet like water and power, cellular wireless that didn’t come in through a cable.

Handheld phones were rare. Most people wore a device on their wrist which unfolded or stretched to run apps and such. Some even came with earbuds stored in the corners. The watch, tablet, computer, stereo, game console and home control system were all interconnected and couldn’t function separately.

University records showed me transferring from a school in South Africa without accessible buildings. A believable enough story, the remoteness of which made it harder to check. No one did.

In truth, I’d immigrated as a baby with my mother, and didn’t remember Africa at all. What I did remember was Mom’s accent. It embarrassed me that she didn’t talk like the other kids’ moms, even the other Black kids. After the jump, I let her accent color my speech every day. Not as thick, but enough to sound different and support my cover story. Seeming foreign also helped explain any anachronisms I said by accident.

In order for my sleeper virus to flag my resume, I needed to ace my last year of grad school in the 2040s. I busted my ass and was eventually contacted by a certain shadowy department doing classified research. Vanhanen held our first interview in a tiny, nondescript conference room in the engineering department. He didn’t appear to know about my disability beforehand because we had to adjust the chairs to make room. Polite but guarded, he had me sign nondisclosure documents on actual paper with an actual pen before he delved into anything even close to the work he was hiring for.

Vanhanen began with talking about electromagnetics and some of the other peripheral components of what his department researched. He worked his way around to the more theoretical elements of it, but never once mentioned the name of the department or said anything about time travel. A week later, I got called in for a second interview.

I poured the wine and took a sip. Alcohol had been an unnecessary luxury, but I splurged in celebration of landing the job and finally moving to the next step. Hopefully, after a few paychecks, I could afford an apartment not quite so microscopic—maybe one with actual rooms and actual doors. That’d be nice.

After my second glass, thoughts wandered fuzzily toward topics I’d consciously walled off since my jump. I’d needed to focus on catching up, classes, and grades, so I compartmentalized and never dealt with things in a healthy way. The wine let the dam break or at least start to leak. What began as a celebration ended with me crying on my shitty thrift-store sofa, thinking about James, about Chris, and about my mother.

The story I told Mom was that I was in witness protection because I needed to testify against the mugger’s gang. It was a thin story, and I knew it, but it was the best I could come up with and it fit my pending disappearance.

I hadn’t cried like that since the earliest days in my tiny apartment. When I’d looked for her online, I read about a global pandemic in 2020 and discovered Mom had been in the first wave of casualties, months before the vaccine became available. I felt devastated. I knew I couldn’t have contacted her. Explaining my age was impossible, and I’m not sure what change perpetuation would have done with her memories of my disappearance. Knowing she was out there somewhere and doing okay would have been nice—comforting, I guess.

Working at TE meant finally having access to a time machine, but even with it, I couldn’t go back and change things. The feeling of being alone was the most crushing. James was gone. Chris was as good as. The job was my first goal, and I’d reached it, but at what cost? For so long it was only me on this…whatever it was—quest?—for vengeance. Would it always be?

Even if I worked out a way to stop Vanhanen, to hack the equipment or trap him in the distant past, keeping Chris and all the other engineers safe, I’d still be out of time and alone. Was there any way back to my original timeline, if not my original life?

But no—fixated as I was on V, my secondary reason for jumping remained valid. I’d need to stay in the future if I wanted to walk again; and I did. Absolutely, I did.

I downed the last of the glass but decided not to finish the bottle.


4

KIERNEN

May 2067

 

The director called me into the office. That’s where this all started.

But was it? Does one ever know where a story begins? Was it my youthful drive to understand the inner workings of things? Was it my academic overachieving as a means of gaining approval and attention from parents who loved me, but didn’t excel at showing it?

Even in retrospect I remained unsure.

I poked my head through the empty doorway and saw her lift a stack of old paper books off a chair by her perpetually cluttered desk. She turned and appeared intent on stashing them in a bookcase which was also overflowing. She momentarily considered the top shelf and four detailed miniatures carefully positioned there: a phone booth, a silver car, a police call box, and a Victorian era contraption with levers and knobs. Rather than disturb the models, she shrugged and set the books on the floor before gesturing to the seat she’d cleared. Without context, this might seem akin to being called to the principal’s office or if I was about to be reprimanded for job performance. That was not the case.

She pointed toward the lab. “We got a message this morning from a field engineer in the nineteen sixties,” she began. “He needs assistance.”

“Sounds interesting.”

“Specifically, the message asked if I could send my best engineer.”

I was taken aback. Even though I’d worked at Temporal Engineering for a while, I still felt like I needed to compensate for my youth. I’d graduated high school and college early because that’s what “smart kids” did, but it created an unexpected side effect. I was always acutely aware I was younger than the people around me and felt the need to prove my worth, to show I deserved to be there. I was recruited to TE right out of grad school, so it was my first career job. Even though the team there was supportive, I still struggled with my own version of imposter syndrome. After my initial surprise at the director’s compliment, I managed to stammer out, “I…uh…I’m glad you think I fit that description.”

“Well, you do.” She set her reading glasses on the desktop and brushed back a lock of graying hair which refused to stay in her short ponytail. “This isn’t going to be an easy assignment. You’ll likely be helping invent the Timeslot system with century old tools and equipment, clunky electronics, no computers, and tech like they used for the moon launch. Some people might see it as a challenge, but the limitations could frustrate them enough to throw up their hands and quit.”

Was this the opportunity I was waiting for? A chance to shine?

I must have looked like I was about to reply because she shook her head. “Wait. Let me finish. There’s more to it than that. Before you go and get enamored with a design challenge, remember what the world was like a hundred years ago. The culture was a lot more primitive. It was a tough time for Blacks. The safety of our engineers is always top priority when sending someone into the field. On a college campus, the chance of life-threatening danger is low, but it was a very different world then.

“You can do this assignment, and I think you can do it well, but I want you to understand what you’re walking into. Before you answer, you should decide not only how you would do this work, but if you’re sure you want to.”

*

TIA

October 2043

 

I’d finally gotten rid of all the cardboard boxes, but my new apartment still felt too sparse—like I hadn’t lived there long enough to accumulate much stuff. An accessible unit on the first floor, open from kitchen to living room to dining nook, but all discernably separate spaces, and an actual primary bedroom, with a huge closet too. Cool, hip, armless furniture with metal frames and soft gray cushions replaced the nasty couch I left behind at my old place.

Amber was the first visitor, other than my landlord. Unsurprisingly, she texted she’d be late. Something I'd realized not long after the wheelchair, that able-bodied people don’t fully grasp, is that the disabled don’t often need extra help as much as we need extra time. It takes us longer to do a thing, or to get from here to there. When Amber had told me about her ADHD and how it made her late, I shrugged and rolled with it.

The slow cooker full of chili didn’t care if we ate it sooner or later. I set the door security app to Unlocked, and told her to let herself in. She gently set an assorted six-pack of beer on the counter. “Better wait before we open those. Probably got shook up on the ride over.” She removed her bike helmet and ran fingers through her short red hair. “Nice place. This is bigger than mine. Newer too.”

“Thanks.” It occurred to me to ask, “Don’t you and Meg? Y’know?” while gesturing vaguely around.

"Ugh. We keep talking about moving in, but it keeps not happening. Leases and stuff.”

I suspected there was more, but let it drop. “Uh-huh.”

Behind me, Shadow emerged from the bedroom and jumped into my lap, curling his tail around him. The bend in his tail, and a scar on one ear were reminders of hard-learned lessons from his former life. In short, he was kind of a badass, and I think he knew it. Amber smiled, “So that’s the notorious cat, huh?”

“Mm-hmm. Amber, Shadow. Shadow, Amber.” She reached in to scratch his ears, and he decided to allow it.

“Why the name though?”

I pointed toward my patio. “The streetlight casts a shadow from that landscaping wall. It was only my second night here, and with his gray and black fur, all I saw were green eyes, hovering in the dark. It scared the shit out of me to be honest.”

She kept scratching. “A runaway maybe?”

“He was skinny, but the vet said he didn’t look like he’d been on his own for long. He already knew the layout of the apartment, so either he ran away from someone, or got left behind by a previous tenant. I think he was looking for new human staff and waiting for me to realize I’d been appointed to the position.”

“Yeah, funny.” She paused scratching to point toward the kitchen. “That chili smells amazing, by the way."

Over bowls of it she asked, “Okay, spill. What're we watching tonight?”

“That first time we went out for lunch, you said you’d never seen Star Wars, right?”

“Yeah…” She sounded unsure. “I’ve seen little bits of it here and there: spaceships and light sabers and all. My dad was super into Lord of the Rings and fantasy stuff in general, not spaceships. There’s what—like twenty movies, plus all the series and stuff. Where do you even start?”

“You start at the beginning, obviously.”

“But wasn’t it all released out of order?”

I put my spoon down, enjoying sharing this with a friend who was interested. I explained in brief about the trilogies, the prequels and the sale to Disney.

She looked a little confused and asked, “Wait. So, which one are we watching?”

“In the twenty teens, some fans digitized an archived print from 1977, making the only high-rez copy of the original theatrical version. They called it the Silver Screen Edition.”

“And that’s what we’re watching?”

“Yep. It’s my favorite, and it’s the best way to introduce someone to the series—wonky special effects and all.”

As the twin suns set over Tatooine, my mind drifted. They say it’s harder to make friends in adulthood. I’d had several casual acquaintances in grad school in my second timeline, but not anyone I would consider a close friend. I was so focused on grades and the eventual job I didn’t notice until later.

Somehow, Shadow’s appearance coincided with things improving. After working at TE for a while, Amber and I started having lunch together a few times a week. It was so much nicer than eating on the back patio by myself. I heard all about her girlfriend drama, and I shared what I could of my own backstory.

Her revelation about Star Wars was part of a conversation about D&D, which came right after a story about soccer. “Y’know,” I’d begun, gently teasing, “Most people are either a jock or a nerd…”
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