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      Hey there. I’m glad you’re here. What you are about to read is the continuation of a journey through time and self-discovery, both for many of the characters, and also my writing. I hope you have as much fun reading this as it was to write.

      

      Lots of research went into the historical elements. However, I’ve taken liberties to enhance the fictional story.

      

      Content wise: This novel would get the equivalent of an American R movie rating, just for language alone. It is packed with scenes of action, some blood, death. And if you feel confused from time to time—that’s ok. You’re right there with our MC. Thanks again, and enjoy the ride.
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      “Have you noticed anything strange today?” the voice on the other end of the phone asked.

      I almost didn’t recognize Quinton, my brother from another lifetime. It had been months since I heard from him, despite being tasked as my guide—whatever that was supposed to mean.

      “He finally speaks. I’d figured you forgot about me,” I said.

      While living in the unknown for the past year was nerve racking at times, it was a nice break from running for my life. So was the reprieve from the flashbacks of past lives and alternate futures.

      “What is today’s full date?” That’s the Quinton I remember, straight to the point.

      “Wednesday, October 1st, 2008—” I stopped tuning my guitar to focus on the call. “Shit.”

      “Yeah. I thought so.” He sighed loudly.

      I braced myself against one of the giant speakers in Cartoon Graveyard, the hole in the wall bar I had been calling both work and home the past few months. First came the nausea, my insides churning and grinding against each other like the cogs in an old grandfather clock. Next were the brain zaps, electricity flowing through my head accompanied by an acrid burning smell that made my eyes water. A few mundane visions exploded in my mind; watching the latest episode of CSI, grocery shopping, searching Facebook for a certain... someone.

      And then it was over. The pain, the smells, the dizziness—gone. I looked around to find nobody had noticed. Good. That means this was a short one.

      “Woke up?” Quinton’s voice buzzed from the cellphone. Thankfully, I had set it down on the speaker before the dizziness hit.

      “Yeah. You ever get used to that?” I groggily shot back. I gently massaged my eyelids, careful not to press too hard. Adjusting to a new timeline was never pleasant—thankfully it's not very common.

      “It never feels good, but luckily we only went back one day, I think. Unlike last year,” Quinton chuckled.

      He likes to get those jabs in when he can. Not like sending the world back from 2014 to 2007 was my choice. I’m still not entirely sure how, but it gave everyone in Tempus a massive headache. Fortunately, it didn’t affect a majority of the general population. Or at least it hadn’t so far.

      “How can you be sure?” I realized I was dripping sweat and grabbed a towel to dry my hair. Much easier after I cut it short, a first in my adult life.

      “I woke up earlier today. Pharaoh called me the moment Lotus got a hit that something was askew.

      Names I wished I forgot. The past keeps finding a way to make life even more confusing, just when I'm about ready to move on. “Thanks for the heads up,” I said sarcastically. “Now I can make sure I watch the same show over again. Have the same dinner again. Go to sleep at midnight alone again.”

      “You’re in luck. You’re being summoned. The Tempus Council is sending a car over right now.”

      If I were drinking something, I’d do a spit take. “Wait—What? A year of radio silence and now they decide to bring me in?”

      “You know I don’t make the rules. I’ll be waiting for you when you arrive.”

      “And what if I say no?” I’m sure Quinton could hear my smirk through the phone.

      “I’ll tell you about her,” he said, devoid of emotion. His response came with no hesitation. Was I that predictable?

      Olivia. This must be serious. Any other carrot and I wouldn’t take the bait. I stopped pestering Quinton months ago after realizing it was going nowhere. But despite what I told myself, she never left my mind. That feeling I had about her...

      I played it cool. “You gotta try harder than that. I’ve moved on from her. It was nice while it lasted.”

      A cackle from the earpiece. “Your search history and all the late nights driving around say otherwise.”

      I pulled the phone away and stomped my foot, then punched the air—I must have looked like a two-year-old throwing a tantrum. I should have figured there was no privacy with these people.

      “I’m yours. Give me something?” I whimpered more than I’d like to admit.

      “She’s alive. That’s all you get for now.”

      Asshole. I looked at my Rolex Submariner, a late birthday gift from Quinton. 8:30 pm. I’d mostly sworn off material things now that I’m not an ultra famous celebrity, but Quinton said these watches keep on ticking through time jumps. “You know, this means my day is going to be different...”

      “No need to stick to the script. Trust me, we have a much bigger problem than making sure you pass out alone in that bachelor pad tonight.” Oof, he was ruthless sometimes.

      I shook my head with a genuine smile across my face. Even though Quinton reminded me of the most stressful night of my life, I missed our conversations. Plus, he was one of the few people I could trust.

      “I’ll be there with bells on.”

      The line went dead. I finished packing my guitar, locked it behind the stage, and left a note for the manager. I only played until nine on weekdays because of trivia night. I doubt they’d miss me.

      Outside, a light breeze carried the scent of lavender and honey. The moon was already peaking through the clouds, but the warm San Diego sun still lingered in the air. While the weather reports said thunderstorms and tornadoes were nearby, the sky told the story of a cool, peaceful night. At least that’s what I kept telling myself while the grey sedan rolled up to the curb.

      I wondered how long the car would idle if I didn’t make my move. The dark tinted windows gave no clue to who I was playing chicken with. After about a minute, I decided the petty games would only move me further from my goal of laying in my comfy, overpriced mattress as soon as possible. I approached the rear door to a loud click—just as I grabbed the handle. Perfect timing.

      Inside, the small car was deceivingly spacious and eerily dark, mostly due to the partition blocking my view of the front cab. The black and grey pleather seats made a satisfying crunch as I settled in the back and the new car smell was pleasant, but strong. The thing about Tempus—they spared no expense. It didn’t hurt that they had control over the economy.

      The driver peeled out into the street with ease, smoothly dodging cars at a brisk speed until reaching the freeway. After a few minutes, the silence was uncomfortable.

      “Hey. You up there. Can you hear me?”

      A few seconds later, the divider lowered, exposing my chauffeur for the evening. A bald white man, maybe in his late 40s, focused fully on the road ahead. From the rearview mirror, I saw his face hidden behind a pair of jet-black sunglasses. He wore a dusty old grey suit that matched his bland, unassuming facial features.

      My heart skipped a beat. A member of Orchid—the yin to Lotus’s yang. When I last saw their leader, Lucian, he was hauled away as a statue next to his partner in crime Alycia. Either things had cooled down or I was being driven to the middle of nowhere for an execution.

      “So, uh... where we headed?” I asked.

      The driver turned his head, sunglasses peering at me from the mirror, then back to the road while the divider rose, leaving me in darkness. Not a promising start. Hopefully, this would be a quick trip.
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      The loud thud jolted me awake and alert. Disoriented, it took more than a few seconds to piece together the noise—the driver’s door shutting. With a deep sigh, I paused for a moment of gratitude. After being plagued by strange dreams from my life in China centuries ago, not to mention an alternate future, I made sure to thank the universe when I had some decent, dream-free sleep. Even if it came at the cost of being sprawled out in the backseat of a stranger’s car.

      The nap didn’t help—Olivia was still fresh on my mind. Thanks Quinton. That weird interaction at the back of the bus. That look in her eyes etched in my brain. She took my number, but I was a total stranger to her. I had so many questions. Who gave me her journal? Who was that bald guy she left with? And the biggest question of all, why did she choose to forget me? I took it personally, despite rationalizing she probably didn’t want to be part of some secret time traveling cult. That bitterness is still there, too. With every lead turning into a dead end, the thought of something, anything, excited me.

      I broke away from the thoughts and took stock of my surroundings. Not getting much from the darkened windows, a quick glance of my watch showed it was two in the morning. My driver must have just left—the partition was down and the front was empty. A yawn escaped my mouth while I stretched the arms and neck of my twenty-two-year-old body—although sometimes it felt much, much older. Even though I’ve been working out almost daily the past year, and in better condition than when I had a personal trainer in my celebrity days, it was easy to slip into the mindset of my ancient self. Carrying around a few extra decades of memories will do that, I guess.

      I opened the door and stepped outside, sand crunching loudly underneath. The sky was nearly pitch black, peppered with stars and satellites spanning the vast nothingness. A burst of cool night air hit my exposed skin, goosebumps forming on my arms. With only a t-shirt and jeans, I was underdressed. Another strong breeze rolled through, bits of sand forcing me to shield my face.

      Using my amazing powers of deduction, and my eyes, I was somewhere in the desert with nothing in sight for miles, aside from a tiny two pump gas station a few hundred feet away. I wasn’t dead yet, so the execution theory was on hold. A desert in the middle of nowhere still seemed like a great place for one—maybe the driver stopped for a snack? Not one to prolong the inevitable, I headed toward the dimly lit snack oasis ahead.

      Through the dirty convenience store windows, the driver appeared to be having a conversation. The grime on the rest of the windows made it too hard to see much of anything else.

      Another quick survey showed no defining features. Just a run-down building, some pumps, and a small garage, all looking to be in desperate need of repair. I began to wonder why the driver parked so far but stopped myself—I’ve learned not to question things too much. At least until I need to.

      The station door creaked louder than the bell dinging above. Inside the small building, a row of empty refrigerators on the perimeter flanked two aisles of snacks, candy, and knick knacks. A thick layer of dust caked over everything, giving a dull grayish appearance. If anyone shopped here, it must have been years ago. The smell of must caught up to me next, with an unpleasant coughing fit lasting long enough to irritate my lungs.

      The sound of a throat clearing pulled my attention to where the driver had stood. “Welcome,” a woman in her early thirties greeted me.

      I approached the counter and paused, studying the woman behind the smudged plexiglass barrier. My heart skipped a beat.

      “Took ya long enough, hun.” The woman smiled warmly.

      Melissa. The first real support after stepping off the greyhound from Detroit to San Diego. One of the few people that made me feel sane during the chaos of last year. I almost didn’t recognize her. The loose leather jacket and jeans were a stark contrast from the apron. Now a strawberry blonde, her locks were up in a bun and with just a splash of makeup, a pinkish glow added to her pale rose complexion. Even her posture and body language were different from the sweet southern girl I remembered.

      “Long way from the diner.” She winked, lips curling into a devilish grin. “No guitar this time?”

      I tried to reply, but something along the lines of “uhhhh” was all that came out.

      “I know, you weren’t expecting to see me.”

      I shook my head and massaged my forehead, hoping to channel something witty or at least a full sentence. “I went back looking for you. They said you quit and moved.”

      “I mean, both technically true,” she said, biting her lip with a pronounced shrug of her shoulders.

      I ran my fingers through my reddish-brown beard—I had finally let it grow longer over the past few months. My nervous habit only acted as a temporary distraction. The relief of seeing a familiar face wore off quickly, turning into the existential fear I had hoped to leave behind.

      She looked away, pretending to adjust her jacket before locking eyes again. “I’m sorry about that. Honest, I am.” I never noticed how striking her green eyes were. “You mighta guessed by now, but that waitressing gig wasn’t my real job.”

      Heat rushed through. Being deceived was never a great feeling, especially by someone you trusted. “So... can I ask what was or is real?”

      She brushed aside a few loose strands of hair, tucking them behind her ear. “I still am a southern bell, Texas proud, all of that’s true!” She dropped the smile and her tone grew serious. “When we first caught wind of time resetting, Q realized it had to do with you. We knew you originally became a regular at that diner. Sooo, I figured we could keep an eye on you there and at the motel until we figured out what to do next.” She looked and sounded genuine, I’ll give her that.

      “Quite the plan. I don’t imagine it worked out too well?” I said with a hint of condescension.

      “Yeah, that’s on me, kinda,” she looked away with a flush of embarrassment. “I was supposed to keep tabs on ya, but I got a lil too helpful. That old banknote you got, sending you to the pawnshop... I didn’t think it would lead to all that. You just looked so lost. I was trying to be helpful. It just slipped out.”

      I appreciated her honesty. It took away some of the anger, but my guard was still up. Throughout my lifetimes, I’ve learned that trust is a limited and valuable commodity.

      “C’mon, I’ll make it up to ya with a cup of coffee, on the house. Plus they’re waitin.” She turned and hit a button near the cash register. Near the far back wall, an empty refrigerator popped open to reveal a dark corridor.

      “Wow, do you guys pride yourselves on being overly secretive?” I chuckled.

      “Just wait,” she said, proudly beaming.

      A gentle vibration coursed through the soles of my shoes. Gradually intensifying and reaching my ankles, it climbed my body. Accompanied by a soft rumble, the surrounding noise grew into the loud, thunderous scraping of metal and steel as the vibration became aggressive, causing me to lose balance and grab hold of the counter. I looked over to Melissa, already bracing herself with a knowing smile. She craned her neck to the window, motioning to look.

      Darkness partially obscured the dirty stained windows. We were slowly descending into the earth, gas pumps, building, and all. Chunks of earth and sand particles sprinkled and clanked against the walls as we continued sinking, blackening the windows completely. Not normally claustrophobic, I was surprised by the threads of fear shooting within, relieved they faded as the grinding slowed.

      Melissa exited the booth and motioned to follow into the dark, secret hallway. She flicked a switch, turning on a series of light blue-tinted bulbs exposing a set of stairs leading further downward. “Let’s rock.”
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      “Wow.” I was at a loss for words for the second time today.

      The steps seemed to go on forever, leading us deeper into the depths below. If I had to guess, we were at least two hundred feet under the desert. Instead of the musty, stagnant air I expected, a strong woodsy scent—like being immersed in a forest after a rainstorm—took my senses by surprise. The long, sterile white hallway took us past several closed steel doors, ending at a set of large frosted glass panels. Now up close, I saw bright flickers of light and a blurred silhouette through the glass.

      Melissa peeked over her shoulder with a playful expression, then swiped her wrist over a small square on the wall. The doors glided apart in one smooth, silent motion. “Welcome.”

      I followed her inside, taking in the large open space. To my left, a giant glass window stood between me and a picturesque, lush expanse of trees with mountains looming in the distance. I crept closer and pressed my hands against the glass, the icy window tickling my palms. Further through the trees, I spotted a young deer drinking from a pristine stream. Where the hell were we?

      Gentle pressure on my shoulder brought me back to the room. I turned to Melissa, standing close behind, heat radiating off her. “Beautiful simulation, isn’t it?” she said, extending her hand over the vastness. “The smell after it rains is my favorite. It helps me forget I’m cooped up so far down here sometimes.”

      I rubbed my eyes and backed away from the window. The landscape had distracted me from noticing anything else in the room. A long table accented the center, giving a great view of the thirty monitors lining the back wall. I couldn’t help but notice the few laptops scattered on the desk seemed more advanced than the current 2008 models. They would have fit better in 2014 or beyond. The other side of the room had a few lockers and more frosted glass doors.

      “Have a seat. They’ll be here in just a few,” Melissa said, sitting by the desk and kicking out a chair for me. She muttered something about my reflexes after it rolled into my shin.

      I shot my own playful, annoyed look. “What is all this?” Now sitting beside her, my eyes darted, bouncing between the screens. The row of monitors ran through a series of images, fueling the distraction. Some showed outdoor shots of areas that looked vaguely familiar, others more private locations with strangers going about their day. Every few seconds, two of the monitors flashed numbers accompanied by a soft beep.

      “Glad you could take a nap on the way over,” Quinton’s voice drifted from my side.

      I shifted over to catch the far doors open, Quinton’s long grey ponytail brushing across the back of his neck as he approached. His well manicured beard was now more salt than pepper, matching the cream button down shirt draped over a pair of dress pants. His skin looked more wrinkled than I remembered, hard lines etched into the light olive complexion. Behind him, the driver, eyes still covered despite the low lighting.

      Melissa waved them over. “Hey Q, I was just showing Jay the ole hideout,” she snickered.

      Even though it was my name, it was odd to hear her call me Jay like we were old, close friends. While my license reads Jay Biały, the surname from my Polish-Born life, I still feel a connection to Hagaki. The nickname I kept from another lifetime, hundreds of years ago in China after I immigrated from Japan—not to mention what eventually became my hip-hop persona. Going by Hagaki made things easier for me, other than the awkward first introductions from my obvious European appearance.  Plus getting people to write and pronounce Biały was just as confusing.

      Quinton and the sunglass enthusiast sat at opposite sides of the long desk. “Long time, brother,” Quinton said with warmth in his voice. “You’ve been in the dark too long. It’s time to get you up to speed.”

      Brother. I’ve been calling him that—and it felt true—but hearing it from him was surreal. As if remembering my life in China and my alternate celebrity-future wasn’t enough, Quinton had a life with me in jolly old England—at least that's what he said. I couldn't remember any of it for the life of me.

      I shifted in my seat and crossed my arms. “Finally, the big reveal. Time to learn all the secrets of the universe, right?” I may have come off a bit snarky.

      Melissa snorted a quick, breathy laugh. “Yeah, something like that.” She turned to her laptop and pressed a few buttons. Most of the large screens changed to the same image. The hazy display on the monitors showed a young woman about my age walking through a rainy downtown city. I couldn’t find enough detail to get a sense of where or even when the video was taken. After a few seconds, it looped to show her walking through the same stretch of street.

      Quinton pushed himself away from the desk, rolling his chair out to see me and Melissa better. “I know you’ve been slowly figuring these things out.” He dramatically clapped his hands together. “Welcome to one of our monitoring centers!” He extended his hands in a grand gesture, giving the impression of presenting to a crowd.

      I heard Melissa sigh and caught a glimpse of her eyes rolling. “So, getting down to business. Lotus’s primary job is to watch and identify any changes in the timeline. Or more specifically, the travelers that created them. All this technology helps, but we’re instinctually more sensitive to these changes. We are the first ones to realize when it’s happened.”

      “And some of us,” Quinton added, pausing to gesture at Melissa, “feel these changes in real time. None of the fun waking up that you and I experienced today, Jay.”

      I nodded, understanding. So far, so good. This is what I had figured. “So you watch for any changes, that’s it? What if there is one?”

      Sunglasses stood from his seat and walked over to the lockers. “That’s where I come in.” His voice was airy, but surprisingly human. Last year when I came face to face with one of his partners, I would have sworn they were cyborgs or some kind of clones.

      “You’ve already met Vance,” Quinton said dryly. “Things have somewhat stabilized between us and Orchid.”

      Vance keyed a combination on the locker and pulled out a small black duffle bag before returning to the desk.

      Melissa continued her explanation, “Once we’ve determined the who and the what, we work with our friends at Orchid and assist them in tracking down any travelers.” I couldn’t tell if she was joking or if the disdain was real.

      “As Melissa mentioned earlier…” Vance removed a small USB drive from the bag and plugged it into a laptop. “Several of us possess particular gifts. Most of us in Orchid are drawn to time anomalies.” He clicked around on the computer and several monitors changed to display a series of numbers and graphs, the looping video of the girl still in the center.

      “Thanks V,” Melissa said. “So, when I see a blip on the timeline like the one today, I narrow down the location and call up my contact. Next thing you know, someone like Vance goes and gets ‘em. We bring this person, traveler, to the Tempus Council. The rest, well, you know.”

      I had to laugh. “Not like last year, huh?”

      “Last year was inconceivably different,” Quinton said.

      I propped my elbows on the desk and leaned forward. “I have a suspicion there’s a big but you’re about to drop on me.” I almost followed up with a crass joke, almost. If anyone caught my inflection, they didn’t show.

      “Mr. Hagaki,” Vance said, leaning back in his chair until it squeaked. “The red lines on the graphs in front of you represent each instance I’ve attempted to intercept this woman. Each time I get close, the day begins anew.”

      I squinted an eye, trying to focus on the gibberish while I let the words sink in. “The day repeats? Like in Groundhog Day?” I relaxed my eyes and looked over at Vance with a grin. No smile from him, clearly not a movie fan. “Are you saying someone else has fucked with the timeline worse than me?”

      Unsurprisingly, the man wearing dark sunglasses in the dark room was unphased. “Not yet. You still have the record there. But we’ve gone through this day for quite some time.”

      “Okay. And when you don’t intercept her. What happens then?”

      The heads in the room swiveled to each other, passing over me like I was transparent. I tried to read their expressions, each a different shade of uncomfortable.

      “It doesn’t end well,” Quinton said. “If Vance does nothing, we have even less than 24 hours before we’re back here again.” He looked at a screen displaying the time. “It’s just past three in the morning. You have eighteen hours, give or take.”

      “So that’s why you’re here, Jay,” Melissa chimed in. “We’ve never seen anything like this. I’ll disagree with Vance over there. This jarring repetition to the timeline has the potential to be even more disastrous than your extended trip. We have to tread lightly here, one step at a time.” She exhaled and reclined in the chair. “And today has been the longest month of my life. I’ve been trying everything I can think of. And even worse, I seem to be the only one that remembers every reset while the rest of ya’ll are wiped clean after about twenty-four hours. As far as we know, I’m the only person in Tempus that has been living this day over and over and over and⁠—”

      “Okay, I get it. I think,” I interrupted. “So, why me? Am I the last resort?” I laughed aloud.

      I scanned their faces once more, the three of them looking at each other again, until in unison, they each had some variation of “Yes.”
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      “Oh, I almost forgot.” Melissa pulled a cellphone from her jacket and handed it through the open window of Vance’s car. I chose to sit up front, hoping to learn something from the man. “We can keep in touch better this way, plus it’s a ‘lil more advanced than what ya have right now,” she beamed proudly.

      I checked out the phone—compact, silver, and a glossy touchscreen. It was a big change from the flip phone I had grown accustomed to—again. It looked three or four years newer than what was on sale today. “Thanks. How did you...”

      Melissa chuckled. “Things take a while to get to market. I figure ya know how to use it, right?”

      “Yeah, I was getting sick of T9 texting anyway.”

      Vance let out a loud cough from the driver’s seat. “We do not have much time. Are we ready?”

      Quinton appeared beside Melissa and placed a hand on the roof before leaning to the window. “Call me as soon as you get near her. And please, please, please do not approach her until I say so.”

      I struggled to put my hands on my hips in a playful gesture while the seatbelt fought back. “You don’t have to tell me twice!” It seemed natural to try to lighten the mood.

      Quinton shook his head then stepped away from the car. “Good luck, and keep us updated.”
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      After about ten minutes of staring at the endless stretch of dark desert road, I broke the silence. “So, where are we headed?”

      If he heard me, Vance did a great job of pretending he didn’t. Not moving a muscle, he looked straight ahead, occasionally breaking to check the side mirrors.

      “How are you seeing anything with those sunglasses?”

      Still nothing. Even when he glanced over, it was like he saw straight through me. I waited another few minutes until the boredom caught up. Might as well listen to some tunes. I fumbled with the radio, searching from station to station for something to pass the time.

      My new friend started tapping his fingers until finally speaking. “Do you mind?” Without looking from the road, his index finger found its way to the radio and ruined any chance of fun.

      “Hey if we’re cooped up in here for who knows how long, you gotta give me something.”

      “We’re getting close. Distractions make it harder to find her.”

      Finally, something. I would at least try to get something out of this trip.

      “So how does that work anyway, the tracking?”

      An annoyed sigh from my left. “I just feel it. A pull toward her. It gets stronger the closer I get.”

      “Makes sense, I guess. Why can’t Lotus just go find her? They seem to know enough.”

      “They can typically pinpoint to a general area, but details and specifics really aren’t their thing. And they mostly watch.”

      Feeling the annoyance in his tone, I staggered my questions. My watch showed it was just before six in the morning, the sun just getting ready to rise. From the sun-worn road signs, we were headed east, creeping into Utah. The surroundings gradually transitioned from lonely stretches of sand into small, rural cities. Although the dark, quiet isolation had its charm, a wave of relief washed over as I finally saw another car on the road.

      “How come the day hasn’t reset yet? I mean, if this loop thing keeps happening?” I asked.

      Vance’s head abruptly shifted from side to side as though pulled back to reality. For the first time, he showed some signs of humanity, taking off his sunglasses to massage his eyes. They flickered an eerie glow before being quickly covered.

      “From what Melissa is seeing, it occurs around five pm today,” he stated without acknowledging what just happened. “The exact time fluctuates depending on when and if I approach her, but either way, we haven’t been able to break the cycle.”

      “So, what’s the plan when we find her? Kidnap her? Kill her? Take her out to dinner and a movie?” Maybe I could get this guy to crack a smile.

      I was caught off guard to see him looking back, or at least in my direction. The dark lenses blocked his eyes, but not well enough to hide the heat searing behind. “Are you doing a book report?”

      “I’m just trying to figure out my role in this. Before today, all I’ve been told is to keep playing music in that old bar. Stay in California. Don’t go looking for the girl I think I’m in love with. All of which I’m not too happy about.”

      “You know what I’m not happy about? Being stuck with you. Things are finally stabilizing within Tempus after you fucked us over, and I really don’t want a repeat.”

      “I’m sorry I just⁠—”

      “You do not get it, do you? This isn’t fantasyland, kid. I will not spell it out for you like a video game tutorial.” Vance was livid. He kept his composure on the road, but his tone and the vein on his bald head told another story.

      I’ve had plenty of time to think over the past few months. If I were in his shoes, I wouldn’t be happy with myself either. Reliving the same seven years over and knowing it, and not being able to change anything must have been excruciatingly boring. I didn’t want to imagine having to make the same mistakes twice to avoid a paradox or create time residue, as they called it. But I didn’t do it on purpose and still didn’t know how it happened.

      I paused before responding. “I get it. You’re pissed. Most of you guys are. I didn’t ask for this and I’m still in the dark. I just want to help.”

      Vance gripped the wheel, his hands flush of color. He took a deep breath and exhaled loudly. After a few seconds of controlled breathing, he lowered his window, letting in a gust of cool air. The chilly breeze seemed to lower the tension in the car as we rode in silence. He exited the freeway and drove a few more miles until stopping at a red light.

      “We’re very close. She’s somewhere around there.” He cocked his chin to the giant sign reading Zion National Park - 15 miles. “I need a few minutes to get a better lock on her,” he said, pulling into the cozy diner parking lot. He pushed a knuckle into his head, squinting hard enough for me to see through the glasses. “Give me fifteen. Go grab me a coffee. It is the least you can do.”

      Coffee sounded good, especially with only a quick nap earlier. I swung my feet out the door and planted them on the cracked pavement, stopping to fill my lungs with fresh air from the nearby forest. The first two steps were fine—it was on the third I forgot how to walk. Or my legs decided to stop working, sending me crashing to my hands and knees. I spit on the ground, hoping the vertigo came out with the thick saliva. My heart fluttered while a warm hug blocked out the brisk morning air. I dusted myself off, scraped palms and all, then rose with a painful smile.

      “You alright?” Vance yelled out the open door.

      He eventually helped me up, leading to a quick chat over coffee. Vance wasn’t a man of many words, but he was eager to listen as I described the tumble. It wasn’t the first of its kind over the past year. In fact, I had kept note after the third time—today would make it number five. Before heading back to the car, Vance finally broke and gave a quick explanation that didn’t make either of us feel better—either I was being tracked or I was tracking someone. Unless I was doing it subconsciously, the former seemed more likely.

      The sun now shining its gentle warmth on my skin, it cast a radiant light on the road and the lush green scenery. I scoffed, realizing the never-ending red light forced me to take in the beauty of the surrounding trees and mountains looming around us.

      “I guess I should check-in with the boss.” I reached for my shiny new phone and scrolled through the contacts. Over thirty different names populated the list, most of which I didn’t recognize.

      “Not yet,” he said, pressing on the gas after the light turned green. “We still need to⁠—”

      The pickup truck must have been going over ninety miles per hour. It slammed into the driver’s side, lifting the car up several feet until it crashed back to the ground. Airbags exploded around us sending shards of glass in every direction. An attempt to speak led to coughing out a metallic taste instead. My face was wet, vision blurring in and out.

      A loud rumble from outside pulled my attention away, getting quieter in the distance. Through a sliver of vision, I saw the truck reversing, having taken much less damage than our frail vehicle. Then it stopped. It was going to ram us again.
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