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The Long Commute

Shon Howard and others like him go to work every day to reverse the ravages of climate change, pollution, and other evils. His daughter’s life depends on it. Because in Shon’s world, mistakes of past centuries can be corrected by visiting key moments in time. As long as he doesn’t get caught.

A Taste Of Time

Gabby Dufour hates the blueberries that grow over the site of her home town, destroyed in a fire decades ago. Then young berry-loving Amanda comes to visit, with inexplicable knowledge about the town, and Gabby is forced to wonder if there’s more to blueberries than meets the tongue. (First published in On Spec #88 vol 24 no 1, August 2014.)

Hurricane

The crew of a Hurricane Hunter aircraft is assigned to monitor an experiment designed to collect the awesome energy of a powerful storm. When the project succeeds too well, nowhere is beyond its destructive reach.
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THE LONG COMMUTE
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Shon Howard lifted his briefcase, grumbling at the weight—the weight of time, of history. Some of the other reps could carry everything they needed in a false fingernail. He had to put up with archaic paper documents.

Jill straightened his tie and gave his lapel a tug. Her goodbye kiss was perfunctory.

“You should have picked up a few more of these old suits.”

“No-one expected the job to go on this long. But I’ll get another assignment soon.”

With the usual twinge of envy that she could work from home, he stepped out into another overcast day. Far too hot for a suit jacket—he looked forward to the cooled air on the train.

It was already waiting when he got there, floating with a soft hum over the platform: sleek and bullet-nosed, clouds reflected in its mirror finish. A door hissed open and he stepped through the seal field into the cool compartment, looking around for a seat. A raised hand caught his eye.

“Morning, Raj. Where you headed? You’re even more overdressed than I am.”

A grey overcoat just reached the top of the man’s black boots. The front of a white jacket showed under the open coat.

“The funding was cut for a key cancer treatment development at Sloan-Kettering. I’m supposed to see if I can give the test results a bit of a boost and change that.” He showed bright white teeth. “But it’s cold there. I hate the cold.”

Raj’s skin was as dark as Shon’s own, the product of a Mumbai heritage.

“You still at the UN? The climate project?” Raj asked.

“Should wrap up the latest job today. The glaciers melted faster than those people moved, I swear.”

“Important work, though. For all of us.” When Shon just shrugged, Raj said, “You ever worry about getting caught?”

“Not really. Somebody would come for me. The New York drivers scare me more.”

“I know what you mean.” Raj chuckled then spoke in a lower voice. “Uh, you ever...think about staying? Staying behind? Not coming back?”

Shon was disconcerted at his friend’s insight. Or his own transparency. He shifted in his seat. “Then the retrieval squad would come after me for sure.”

Raj dropped his gaze and nodded.

“That’s what they always say. Rumor has it that a lot of people have done it, though.”

He sat back and his eyes glazed over—probably checking messages. Shon checked his own. His supervisor had sent yet another confirmation of the schedule for this run. There were a couple of queries from Requisitions about his expenses, as always. And Jill had sent a reminder about the parent interview that night with Alya’s new tutor.

He frowned. Maybe he expected too much from his new daughter after only three months. This week Alya was mad at him because he’d missed her virtual introduction to her schoolmates and their families, and shown up late for her first music recital. Did every father screw up like that? He didn’t know any others to ask. Jill always took Alya’s side, insisting the girl was just lonely. Maybe the adoption had been a mistake. He didn’t know if their marriage would recover. And when it got really bad, yes, he did think about staying behind—not returning home. But it wasn’t so simple.

At those times he tried to remember that Alya was only five, and the doctors said she would never reach ten. The picture in his mind didn’t include her breathing mask, only the shy, radiant smile that had won his heart.

Outside the broad rectangle of window the scrubby trees and sandy patches of his neighborhood had given way to sunbaked rock scoured by grit that swirled in short-lived dust devils. He could only see that because they were coming to the first stop. A couple of men across the aisle got up and pulled the loose white cloth of their robes up over their faces, knowing the sand would attack them the moment they stepped through the seal. The bright sun made him squint when the door opened. At least he’d never drawn that duty.

He shared a look with a woman a few seats away dressed in a well-tailored grey suit. She worked climate, too, but from the public relations angle and a stop or two after his. In a way, she was laying the groundwork for his team. One of these days he should introduce himself. The man beside her looked up and gave a nod, then dusted imaginary specks from his left sleeve where a V-shaped patch was attached. The jacket was a dull green and Shon thought it was a uniform from one of the early World Wars, although uniforms hadn’t changed all that much even a hundred years later in the climate conflicts. The man clenched a cloth cap in his lap and occasionally slapped it against his leg to a rhythm only he could hear.

The next couple of stops revealed a landscape with more growing things and less rock. Then it was Raj’s stop. The windows were small and round now, and showed buildings of dark brick that made the snowflakes stand out. Not quite a blizzard, but he didn’t blame Raj for muttering a few choice words before forcing himself through the door. Hopefully he didn’t have to walk far.

Finally, it was Shon’s turn. He hoisted his briefcase and stepped through the seal into the dank air of Grand Central Station. The smell of hydrocarbons nearly made him sneeze. He wouldn’t miss that, but there were other things that made him envy the people of that era. He resisted the temptation of a donut shop but made a quick stop at a souvenir stand.

It was a good day for the walk down 42nd Street. The air was cool enough to show summer was over, but the wind was from Jersey and not too strong. He always enjoyed the view as he went under the overpass and the UN compound came into sight. The buildings showed their age, but the new renovations would make them look suitably impressive again one day, for a time.

The Secretariat Building cast a long morning shadow. He wished Alya could see it, imperious behind its guardian wrought-iron and legion of flagpoles standing at attention, the seven nickel-plated ornamental doors proudly proclaiming core tenets of the UN in bas relief. Or would these things awaken painful memories in her? He couldn’t know for sure.

Sometimes he made a detour to admire the opulence of the General Assembly with its deep green carpeting, rich royal curtains and vast gold backdrop. And the wood—there was no wood furniture or trim where he came from. But he had no business in the public spaces this morning. His work was in the office floors of the Secretariat building and then the UN Environment Program’s quarters across the street.

He surrendered his briefcase to a security guard and passed through a metal detector. The contents of the case were mostly camouflage: innocuous papers and file folders. The twenty-three document pages he needed were carefully placed to blend in with the rest. He pressed his thumb to a sensor pad and tapped a small disk in his pocket at the same time. The identity scanner bleeped its approval. If his pockets were ever searched, his Res-Ops field tool would look like a simple data storage disc of that time period.

He used the stairs. The wide hallways of the lower level, with their large-tiled floors and photography on the walls, gave way to the modest halls and small offices of the floors above. As he came to the first stop on his list he tapped the field tool again and heard a telephone ring inside the office. A moment later a man came out, putting on a sports jacket while he hurried away. The door swung closed, but that wasn’t a problem. Another signal from Shon’s disk opened the keypad lock.

The paper document to be replaced was in the lower right-hand drawer of the desk. He and his team had scouted these buildings for weeks to learn the most likely location of each hard copy, computer file, and backup disc that needed to be swapped or altered. To gather voice samples and assemble messages that would call bureaucrats away from their desks. To plan the most efficient access and escape routes.

The next day’s summit would lay the groundwork for the Copenhagen Climate Council in December, and the substitute files he carried had to be in place for that, yet not early enough to be discovered prematurely. So it all came down to one day’s intensive efforts, with no room for mistakes. You only got one chance at each intervention—no do-overs. That wasn’t just a commandment from the Director of Restorative Operations It was decreed by the laws of Physics.

The worst part was, you could never really know if an intervention would work until you returned home, holding your breath.

His field tool navigated through the directory of the desktop computer and replaced the required file. Then he checked to make sure he’d left no tracks and made his way to the next office on his list.

Proponents of the UN’s climate change initiatives were Shon’s responsibility, Langton and Mills were assigned to the deniers, but both sides were fed the same replacement data. You couldn’t even call it misinformation because it was all completely accurate. It just wouldn’t have been available to them for another lifetime or two. A few people would question the numbers, but their protests wouldn’t get any traction.

Everything went smoothly in the next office, and the next, and all of the rest in the Secretariat Building. Shon passed through more blue-painted hallways with polished floors, down staircases crowded with people, and across the street to the Environment Program facilities.

The clear blue of the sky made him remember Raj’s question about making a run for it—staying behind in the past. New York was a huge city. It would be easy to hide from the squads, wouldn’t it?

The thought turned out to be a dangerous distraction.

As he was finishing his task in an inner office he heard, “Forgot my briefcase...” and the door opened. A young Asian man stared at him.

“Who are you?”

“IT department. Upgrading security software. Didn’t they tell you?” Shon moved toward the door.

The man hesitated, then turned to someone behind him. “Janet, call IT. No. Call Security.”

Shon shoved the man aside and ran past the secretary into the main hallway, which was mercifully empty. He quickly raised the Res-Ops tool and stood with his back to the wall, holding the disk in front of him. The Asian man rushed out the door and slid to a stop, looking in Shon’s direction. He turned the other way, then made up his mind and ran past Shon to the stairwell. Fortunately, he didn’t look back. There’d only been time for the field tool to project an image of the hallway in one direction.
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