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Space Station Alpha 2238

*****
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A HIGH-PITCHED ALARM shrieked through the room, startling Mali just as she thumped her booted feet down on the top of the computer-monitoring console. A look of surprise, coupled with a touch of fear, raced across her face as she set the bowl of the hot vegetable stew she was about to eat onto the counter. 

Had she hit something to set off the alert? Cautiously, she lifted her feet off the surface, noting the distance between them and the control console. No, her feet hadn’t touched them. Her eyes tracked to the three-foot-cubed holo-display next to the back wall where an array of golden lines flowed down in almost perfect symmetry except one that showed a little bubble near the top. Bolting upright, long legs thudding to the floor, she leaned forward, touched the bulge on the console screen, and pressed the enlarge command. In a heartbeat, the image on the hologram increased by ten-fold so she could see the detail of the selected area of the timeline. 

The blip stood out like a sunflower in a rose garden, a bump continuing to expand as she watched. Her heart thudded against her ribs as she realized it was real. An event in the past had changed enough to create a significant anomaly. 

Following procedures, she tapped her ear to signal the voice relay module and said, “Captain Edmunds at D4-818.” As she waited, she started running an analysis of the event. If she could narrow it to the date or at least the century and decade before Edmunds answered, she would be able to give him a decent first report.

After working nine Earth months on the night shift as a time monitor, she responded to the emergency with eagerness. Every night of her tenure, the timeline had flowed past in a steady, untroubled stream, dull as hell. Nothing had occurred to give her any standing in the time unit, so she saw this as an opportunity to seize. She squeezed her eyes squinting at the line as the computer pinpointed the initiating bubble, identifying the decade. There. She had it, and a brief grin crossed her face. 

“Edmunds here. What is it?” 

The voice in her head sounded gruff and annoyed. She’d awakened him at an ungodly hour. “Mali Harper, sir. We have a class one anomaly on the timeline. It occurred two minutes ago and appears to originate in the late eighteenth century. I’m working on getting a more precise date.”

“Earth? Seventeen-hundreds? Double-check that. I’m on my way.”

Double-check it? As if I made a mistake. Mali shrugged. But she did it anyway because she wanted to do everything by the book. If a problem cropped up, it wouldn’t be on her watch. 

“Olga, rerun the last instruction and verify the accuracy,” she instructed the computer. “And analyze for the exact location. Send all information to terminal two.”

She cleaned up her uneaten bowl of stew and grabbed a cup of mello-caff for Edmunds. Going to the second terminal, she pulled up the same screen as the main one and ran the image back to when it first came up then paused it there. Her supervisor would want to see it from the beginning.

As she studied the blip, she considered what might have caused a bubble on the timeline. An event like that meant a significant change had occurred that was altering the course of history. If it continued, it could make substantial changes to the future, meaning them. She was excited, yet a little nervous even though she knew the odds of it being catastrophic were miniscule.

While Mali had studied time science at the university on the station, she still wasn’t sure of how much of a change one incident could cause. It depended on the event, her professor had explained, but one significant development that didn’t occur could mean a critical deviation somewhere down the line if it didn’t self-correct with an alternate event. 

Enlarging the blip more, she could see it had occurred in Western Europe. The computer analysis completed and an overlay on the screen confirmed the location as London, estimating the year as between 1787 and 1800. Mali locked the data on the display, then asked Olga to do an in-depth analysis. They needed a more exact date.

The swish of the automatic door opening alerted her, and she twisted her head toward it as Director Edmunds hurried inside. Clad in less formal clothing than she usually saw him wear, his fingers fumbled at the buttons on his shirt while casual plastic sandals slapped on the tile floor. His jeans looked wrinkled suggesting he’d thrown on the closest pair he could find. 

Mali handed him the mello-caff and pointed to the second terminal. “I’ve called up the initial alert and magnified it. The first analysis shows it is in or around London after 1783. I’ve ordered the secondary pass to narrow it more.” That one would take longer, but should provide an accurate date and confirm the area.

Peering over the top of his cup, Edmunds’s eyebrows lifted, and he dropped down into the console seat to study the image displayed. He increased the magnification another few levels, his pale eyes focused on the aberration as a frown formed on his lean, oval face. 

“Damn. Just damn,” he grumbled then said, “Olga, bring the image to the closest detail you can interpret.”

The screen showed the image of London, although not with much clarity. “Let’s see the expansion, Olga.”

The image returned to the timeline view and brought the visual to the current moment. The elongated blip continued to grow wider in gradual, small increments. Running a hand through his thinning gray hair, Edmunds chewed on his lower lip. “Estimated time to permanent alteration?”

“At the current rate of expansion, approximately seventeen days. More analysis is needed to be exact.” The computer’s voice sounded precise and leaned to the uppity side, Mali thought. Olga spoke when the computer was set to voice-mode, which Mail didn’t use, so she’d only heard it a few times. 

“Continue to track and analyze,” Edmunds ordered. He turned to Mali. “Good work, Ms. Harper. What do you know about the period?”

As a smug smirk tugged at her lips, Mali fought to keep a straight face. She knew a lot, but what specifically did he want to know? “It’s England, so several events were occurring at the time overseas. For one thing, Lord Nelson defeated the French fleet at the Nile River delta. And there were altercations in Ireland that led to a British defeat there. One of those could have influenced some activity in the city.” 

She paused to think, to recall the histories she’d read about the era. She had majored in the seventeenth to twentieth centuries, so she should know the information. With her augmented memory, she had access to almost anything she’d ever read. 

Edmunds frowned. “Would either of those events lead to something that might change the future?”

“I wouldn’t know without analysis of the outcome and the possible changes they might create. More likely, it would be the premature death of a significant person or an invention or discovery that changed the events.”

“Good answer, Harper. I would like you to begin searching the history archive for anything that might be a potential change. Don’t use any volumes that are stored in digital form. Rely on—”

“The printed copies so any changes would not have altered the text,” she interrupted. Standard procedure drummed into all researchers during training. “Yes, sir. I’ll get right on it.”

Edmunds turned his attention back to the screen as he stroked the stubble on his chin in thought and sipped his mello-caff drink. 

Mali slipped out the door and hurried down to the archives on the next level of the station. All the original historical textbooks were stored there. If a significant time event occurred, it would begin changing history and continue with all recorded history up the line. 

But if the time event could be corrected within a set number of days, depending on the significance of the occurrence, then it would revert to the proper history except for a small variance. If it wasn’t corrected, then past could change drastically, and the digital references would be the first to get updated to the change. Eventually, even their book references would reflect the changes. 

At the archives, she pulled the books for 1780 to 1800 and began reading through the events that occurred in those years. It was possible the actual change happened before the event blip or even after if something that was supposed to happen didn’t transpire. As she scanned down the pages, she took mental notes, trusting her exceptional memory to record the details and compare them to previously learned facts.

She didn’t see any obvious factors in the list, so she turned to inventions and discoveries from the era. She knew most of those already and only added a couple of minor ones to her extensive mental database, but nothing she could pinpoint for a time variance. Then again, her professor had often noted that even one change that might seem insignificant in itself could set the ball rolling for a noteworthy alteration down the road. All of the history going forward must be considered. 

One thing was certain. A temporal event didn’t occur naturally and always resulted from the actions of a time traveler. That justified the primary reason for tightly controlling time travel now. The Temporal Integrity Monitoring Center, called TIM for short, had computers constantly scrutinizing all activity on the timeline; the odds of seeing even a minor time blip were less than a hundredth of a percent. Getting one with the bubble she had witnessed was a real rarity. 

She sprinted back down the hall and up the stairs to the monitoring center. Opening the door, she found Edmunds where she’d left him, sitting in front of the main screen and watching the event growing bigger as he keyed in notes on his tablet. 

“Did you find anything?” he asked as she walked in.

“Nothing conclusive. There was an assassination attempt on King George that failed. If it had succeeded, that could possibly lead to a change, but it wouldn’t be that quick. England was also dealing with an Irish uprising, and even if the rebels had succeeded, it wouldn’t have altered the timeline. This is more of an upheaval than one might expect. I’m thinking an invention or scientific discovery might have started it.” 

She leaned her hip against the table and bent forward, pressing her hand to the desktop, to study the threads of the expanding event. At the rate it was going, it looked like it could be a significant occurrence that would require a team to investigate. 

“You’re off-shift in thirty minutes, aren’t you?” Edmunds asked.

“Yes, sir. But I can stay over if you need me. I have extensive knowledge of the era as well as the location.”

He turned his gaze to her, a wry smile on his face. “I am aware of your credentials, Ms. Harper. Top of your class, but no practical experience yet.”

Mali lowered her eyes, breaking contact with her supervisor’s stern stare. She’d been too forward, but she hungered to assist with one of the travel missions. This was her era; her area of study. She knew it as well as anyone could. 

“When your relief comes in, go home then report back here at thirteen-hundred EMZ for a meeting in conference room A.”

She brought her eyes up, hope showing in them. “Yes, sir.”

He rose, yielding the chair to her as he stepped away. “Inform your relief of the situation and to continue monitoring for any jump in the expansion. I’ll be in my office working on the issue. I wish to be informed if another bubble on that line shows up.”

Mali acknowledged and turned her attention back to the screen. After Edmunds left the room, she enlarged the image again, pushing it as far as she could to attempt to detect the variations in the line.

Although appearing as one solid line, the timeline streamed with millions of tiny threads. Each represented a segment of the population as well as occurring events. It might grow and thin over time, but usually, there were subtle shifts. Some events, such as the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, where there was a great loss of life, combined with the other casualties of World War II, caused the line to thin significantly. World War III almost decimated the line, as well as the planet, leaving a weak-looking thread. The result of the war led to the expansion when most of the survivors departed for space colonies. 

While the current Earth timeline looked stronger now, only a few thousand people still lived on the mother planet, and various other lines now reflected all of the colonies. 

Looking at the threads, she tried to get in tight enough to see if any were damaged or terminated prematurely. Almost impossible to detect, but the signs were there if you could read them. Sometimes when she studied them, they appeared to separate, a few of the strands moving toward her. Almost in reach where she could touch them... A single strand seemed to pull free, drifting toward her, calling her... but that was only an illusion.

Startled by the sound of the door swishing open, Mali jerked her head toward it as her relief came through. “Tyson, is it that time already?”

The gangly man shot Mali an amused look. “Already? Are you having that much fun being bored?” 

Like most of the monitoring crew, Tyson assumed that the night shift workers mostly dozed while waiting for nothing to happen. Whereas the day and swing shift workers fielded other tasks, studied reports, and noted possible changes, marked by a slight wiggle to the line, that had no impact. Then, they, too, could lean back in the chair and drift off a little if the boss had no other tasks for them. 

“Not so boring tonight,” she replied. “We have a time deviance that needs monitoring. It’s still active, and Edmunds is here.”

Tyson let out a low whistle and ambled over to the mello-caff dispenser, a necessity in this office. “Just let me get a cup of java, and you can fill me in on the details before your break.”

Usually, the next shift would come in, and Mali would take a break, then work a couple of hours more to give him ten minutes off before she left. But not today. After Tyson took the turnover report, she said, “I’m not staying this morning. Edmunds told me to go home and come back later for a meeting, so you’re on your own until Kanga comes in at ten.”

His narrow brow wrinkled in a frown. “How’d you get so lucky?”

“Guess the man wants my expertise in a meeting. My era.” Her smug look said more than words could. She knew she had a chance to show her stuff, which meant she would go home and spend most of the time researching every detail of the late eighteenth century that could affect this anomaly.

* * * * *
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MALI PAUSED OUTSIDE the door labeled Station Advisory Center, took a deep breath, then stepped inside. The receptionist barely looked up. As far as Mali was concerned, the girl had the easiest job in the whole center. She’d never seen anyone consult her about anything, not even for directions. Interactive maps on each level at every elevator bank guided people wherever they wanted to go. 

“Mali Harper ... cleared for entry. Proceed to Conference Room A.” The computer announced in its precise voice. 

The receptionist nodded a brief acknowledgment to her as the computer verified her credentials, then turned back to her desk console. As Mali walked past, she glimpsed a stunner sitting next to the woman’s hand. Security, Mali realized. She hadn’t noticed that before. Maybe not so useless after all.

TIM was a super-secret organization akin to the Secret Service. Mali couldn’t even tell her roommate where she worked. Brix thought she worked as a researcher. 

Mali stepped through the automatic door into the hallway that led back to the guts of the organization. It ended at the Temporal Monitoring Room where she worked but also split to left and right halls that followed the station’s curves. Offices and meeting rooms were along the right-hand side. The left side ended in a pair of high-security double doors that along with the majority of the employees, she wasn’t authorized to enter. Behind those were the pre-launch room and the time unit chambers. 

Mali turned right and proceeded down the corridor until she reached conference room A on the left side next to the monitoring room. With a firm fist, she knocked on the door, then shoved it open. 

Edmunds looked up as she stepped inside, pausing in his conversation with a technician to acknowledge her arrival. He motioned for her to come in.

She gazed around the room, noting the casual set up. A long wing-shaped conference table with twelve chairs, all facing the wall-sized screen, dominated the middle of the room. At the end, another table offered refreshing drinks and snacks. It seemed more like a social event than a meeting. Either Edmunds planned a long session, or it was doubling for lunch for people who hadn’t had time to eat. 

Mali grabbed an energy drink and wandered around the room, taking the time to look at the digital displays on the wall showing the pioneering days of the time travel project from almost one hundred years earlier. In an odd way, the agency had created itself. If they hadn’t pioneered time travel in the first place, they wouldn’t have been needed since the only reason to monitor the timeline was to protect it from any alteration by a time traveler. Although she conceded, if TIM hadn’t developed the capability, somebody else would have and time might have been corrupted numerous times by now. That thought led to the unanswered questions. Would someone eventually manage to wipe out their future, and would they even know if it happened? 

As she pondered this, two men strode into the room as if they owned the place. One was tall, muscular, and looked mature enough to be in his thirties or maybe even early forties. Entering with an air of assurance, he stroked his neatly trimmed reddish-brown beard once and brushed at his mustache as if knocking any breadcrumbs off. The other, subordinate to the first, stood a few inches shorter and appeared almost as physically fit. An errant curl slipped out of his slicked-back deep brown hair dropping down on the left side of his forehead, giving him a charming look.  Chatting privately, they crossed the room with confident steps. With the sort of cockiness they displayed, her thoughts immediately went to Time Adjusters, a time travel team. 

Heading for the refreshments, the bigger man grabbed a large mug of mello-caff and three energy snacks. The shorter man looked around the room, scoping out whoever might be there before he snatched up a cold drink. 

At this point, another woman arrived, her harried-look, with strands of dark blond hair slipping out of the simple twist at her neck and a sour expression on her face, telling Mali she had probably been rushed to get the needed information. Another newcomer was likely an engineer, his white lab coat suggesting his occupation. Mali liked to try to read people and figure out what they did. 

While TIM sent teams to the past on a regular basis for education and to observe, an actual adjustment event was rare. She expected to see a third team member arrive as a TA team always had an era expert with them. 

As she turned back from watching the new arrivals, she found a friendly-looking guy standing in front of her, a roguish smile on his face as he held out a hand. “Hi. I’m Brayden Coleman, one of the TA team. I don’t think we’ve met.”

Taking his hand for a firm handshake, she said, “Mali Harper. I work in the monitoring department.” 

He grinned. “Nice to meet a new face. I’m thinking your area found something unusual that precipitated this meeting.”

“Yep, that’s about it. I’m sure Director Edmunds will go into detail.”

“No doubt. You can’t give me a hint?” His blue-gray eyes twinkled as he pressed for more information.

She shook her head. “Not without clearance. You know the rules.”

His eyes narrowed a little in a wicked way. “Sure, but my partner and I are the ones that have to go fix it, so a little clue?”

Bingo. She nailed it. “Nice try, but the Director will get to it soon.”

“Ooow, a by-the-book girl, I see.” His flashed a quick smile, then excused himself to head back to the refreshment table. 

Following him with her eyes, she admired the nice-looking rearview and admitted to finding him attractive. Most of the guys she knew were such jerks that she just didn’t bother with them. Brayden Coleman seemed like a decent enough fellow, although it surprised her that he tried to push the rules. Maybe he was testing her.

She noticed another woman had come in, a fit-looking brunette with her hair pulled back into a tight bun, who took the chair just to the right of the center. Mali studied her profile as the woman turned her gaze to the tall ginger-haired agent. Another TA, Mali thought. Maybe the third for this assignment.

Edmunds stepped to the front of the room, stood at-ease, and raised his right hand to get everyone’s attention. “Please take a seat, and we’ll get started. We have a lot to cover. If you’ll turn your attention to the main screen please.” He waited about fifteen seconds for everyone to settle into seats. 

Taking the center seat, Edmunds spun his chair to face the screen, then pushed the play button built into the armrest. As the video replay of the time incident started playing, all eyes, including Mali’s, locked on the screen. 

The technical department had enhanced the recording, adding color threads and enlarging it more than Mali had been able to do on their equipment. The key thread, highlighted in red, that seemed to cause the problem clearly deviated at 1798, although it had begun to thicken earlier than that, then it pushed the expanding bubble from that point forward. Secondary threads, colored yellow now, indicated changes likely caused by the red incident. Most notably, some of the latter threads remained unchanged until about a hundred years later when they simply terminated. 

Edmunds pointed this out with a laser pen. “We speculate these could be the end of a family line that may or may not have been influenced by the significant change in 1798. We don’t know what that change might have been. Mali Harper is an era expert and can fill us in on a few things that occurred around the time that could have influenced the deviation. Harper, tell us what possibilities we’re looking at.”

Although she expected it, this was her first time presenting her information in a meeting, and she swallowed down her nerves, hoping the fluttering in her stomach would stop. She stood up and cleared her throat; glad she’d made some notes. “We are looking at England in 1798. In this case, the origin point appears to be in London, although the actual incident could have been anywhere in England or in the near countries of Europe. It’s doubtful that the influence came from anywhere on the North American continent. In this period, England was involved in fighting in Egypt and Ireland as the Irish Rebellion was starting. While it’s possible that one of those events experienced interference from a time traveler causing a significant person to perish before his contribution to time, the odds of it are less than half a percent.” 

She paused to glance at her notes and moisten her lips before continuing. Quickly, she repeated the significant events she’d told Edmunds earlier before moving to the likely scenarios.

“This brings us to inventions and scientific discoveries. This deviation is in the middle of the Industrial Revolution when many inventions were improving how people worked, communicated, and traveled. To be brief, only two of those might have an impact on the future, as they were world changers. The Watt steam engine was invented in 1775, so it’s possible that invention didn’t happen or was altered in some way to cause a time divergence. The other was an improved steam condenser that led to more efficient mining and eventually the steam locomotive. But that invention was thought to have happened around 1800. If it had occurred earlier, that, too, could affect the timeline at 1798. The computer agrees that one of those could be the likely source of the deviation.”

The taller man, Coleman’s partner, asked, “If the altered incident occurred in 1775, wouldn’t that have shown on the timeline earlier?”

“Perhaps, but it might not have been significant enough at that point for it to register. It might have been a combination of factors that led to the actual bubble in 1798.” 

“Harper is correct,” Edmunds said in support. “I agree that the steam engine appears to be the most likely event of the era. So, we will need to investigate. When do you propose we begin, Captain Bonde?” Edmunds looked directly at the ginger-haired man. 

“I would say either 1775 at the invention or 1798 when the actual change occurred. If the invention happened earlier, its influence didn’t show up until much later,” Bonde stated as he leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. 

Coleman cleared his throat and added, “I would vote for 1775 initially to try to determine if the invention went off as planned rather than backtracking from 1798.”

“I disagree,” Bonde said at once. “If the invention date changed, then the patent office would provide more detailed information in 1798, meaning we would have a more specific target for a second jump to the initial time period.”

“Point taken,” Edmunds answered.

Mali cleared her throat, hesitant to speak, but all eyes turned toward her as Edmunds raised an eyebrow in question. “Yes, Harper?”

“There wouldn’t be a patent office in 1798. Perhaps a patent might be filed at Guildhall, but only if it was registered in London.”

Edmunds gave her a nod, “Good catch.” He turned his gaze back to Bonde.

“I still think 1798 initially. Someone at that time will have more information to save us from running around looking for something that may not have happened or occurred in a different city.”

“Your call,” Edmunds agreed. “This leads me to the next item. For this mission, you will need an era expert along. As I mentioned, Harper’s expertise is in the seventeenth through twentieth centuries in Europe, which includes England. With our usual era expert for the period unavailable, I am assigning Harper to the team.” 

Mali’s mouth dropped open in surprise. She was going on the mission? She snapped her mouth shut and managed a nod of acknowledgment as she caught both Brayden and Bonde peering at her; one with a look of speculation while the other looked concerned. Holy Arianrhod, she hadn’t been trained for any fieldwork yet. Could she do this?

Edmunds continued on, calling for a report from Nina Hernanza, the anxious-looking woman, who rose to give an overview of the trip requirements for the travel team. She covered items to consider, listing various supplies that would automatically be loaded on the time unit, such as water, medical kit, emergency food packets, and a dozen other items. She pointed out that the era expert would be responsible for obtaining all period clothing, accessories, and money. She ended by reminding them of the protocol in dealing with locals in the era and not revealing they were from another time. 

Next, the engineer took the floor and droned on for thirty-five minutes in a singsong voice about the time capsule, mostly recapping standard information for ensuring the unit worked properly and advised them that they would be out of touch for any help from the station once the unit launched. He did mention that the battery in the time unit would not allow for more than three jumps without significant recharging, meaning at least twenty-four hours of sunlight to get it to two-thirds power.

Additional information from the computer would be coming to allow them to set the specific date of the incident. Mali glanced at the chronometer on the wall and realized that nearly three hours had passed since the meeting started. While she had mentally made a list of things to do, both personally and professionally, she needed at least four to six hours to get it all done. She’d been ready to recommend clothing to the travel team, but now it appeared that task belonged to her.

Edmunds looked up from the chart he’d projected to the display board showing the estimated start date of the incident and the known details, which looked very sparse. Mali’s stomach knotted as she worried if she had really pinpointed the right incident or if she would be sending her team off on a wrong path. 

“Now, we will want to launch as soon as possible, say six hours from now. You will get needed supplies pulled together as quickly as possible, Hernanza. Bonde, you and Coleman will get with the engineering team to go through the TU checkout and come up with the launch plan by twenty-one-hundred hours. Harper, you will be responsible for period items, such as money, clothing, and accessories. Get to the fabrication machine and get started now. Snap to it, team. We have a fourteen-day time window on this.”

Fourteen days? They’d already lost three from the initial estimate. Mali’s mind reeled at the significance. That meant the time bubble was expanding faster.

Coleman and Bonde were already half-way out the door as she hurried to catch up. “Hey, wait up, guys!” 

Both of them stopped and turned to face her. “Well, well. It’s our new team member,” Bonde said with a lack of enthusiasm.

“You could have told me,” Coleman added, a hint of disappointment in his voice.

“I didn’t know,” she answered and offered her hand to Bonde. “I’m Mali Harper, and this is my first mission. Edmunds didn’t tell me in advance.”

Bonde stared at her hand, then his gaze shifted to her eyes as he left it to dangle. “Fair enough, Ms. Harper. I’m Captain Bonde and top-dog on the TA. You will answer to me while we are on the mission, and I expect everything to run smoothly with all possibilities covered when we get in the field. Is that clear?”

Dropping her hand, she bristled at the tone, but snapped back a crisp, “Yes, sir.” So he was going to pull rank on her, was he? She’d hoped for an amicable working partner, but it seemed the captain was a tight ass.

“Good. Get the period items set and ready to load. Meet us back at the unit gateway at twenty-hundred hours sharp. We’ll launch as soon as everything is loaded and the time coordinates are set. And Harper? I don’t like screw-ups.” With a sharp turn, he started down the hall. Coleman shrugged his shoulders and winked before turning to join Bonde. 

What did that mean? An apology or a “you’ve been told” look? Mali felt like a burst balloon, but she had work to do now, so she turned the opposite way before she recalled the fabrication unit was further down the right hall. 

Spinning around, she set a quick pace as her thoughts churned. Her stomach felt like a bonga battle was going on with tiny balls bouncing off the sides. Her wildest wish just came true; she was going on a time mission. 

The room housing the fabrication unit was about the same size as the monitoring center except that the huge production machine at the back right took the place of all the monitoring equipment and offices. If the clothing needed wasn’t already on the racks to the left of the machine or if the sizing was wrong, then the fabricator could produce it within twenty to thirty minutes in any color or fabric desired. 

With a clear idea of what clothes would be needed in both 1775 and 1798, Mali went to the racks to look for any that would work for her or the guys. She’d requested measurements for both Bonde and Coleman from the employee database, but she could eyeball any that would fit her. 

Bonde was a big guy, and little of the male clothing appeared long enough for a six-foot-three man. Coleman, checking in at just above average in height, and with his slender build, was easier to match in both years they might visit. She pulled a stylish dark-blue wool suit, leggings, a lighter blue twill vest, and a white shirt—sans frills—in the style most common for the average middle-class Londoner in 1775. Mali put the items on a belt designated for the time launch. For the other period, she located a dark green pair of breeches with a pea-green waistcoat. 

“Don’t forget the shoes and stockings,” a woman’s voice called from across the room. 

Mali turned toward her. “I was just getting to those, but thanks for the reminder. Is this your department?”

“Yes,” she replied with a pleasant smile. “I’ve handled the wardrobe for twelve years now. Anything you need, I can find or help you get it made in very little time.” She brushed a stray lock of gray-streaked dark hair from her face and tucked it back into the bun at her neck. “I’m Dianna.”

“You’re a lifesaver, Dianna. I’m Mali. I could use some help with 1775 middle-class clothing for a big man. Although I rather like the look of this, I’m thinking dark-colored. He doesn’t seem to have a sense of humor.”

Dianna laughed. “Oh, Ross Bonde, I would say. He can seem somewhat stuffy and hard. But he’s a good fellow under all that gruff.”

Mali pursed her lips in a depreciating look. “If you say so, but I think he already has it in for me.”

“I doubt that. How about an all-black look?” Dianna pointed to a completely black suit she had displayed on her computer.

“You mean the undertaker special? Yes, that might work. Then I’ll need one for 1798 also.” 

As Mali watched, Dianna instructed the machine to make both sets of clothing and included two pairs of shoes.

“I hope those are comfortable,” Mali commented as she looked at the buckle-accented leather shoes. “We might have to do quite a bit of walking. For that matter, I hope women’s shoes are designed for it.”

Dianna gave her a wink. “All of our shoes are designed for comfort. Even though they may look authentic to the era, they’re made using modern materials and techniques. Same thing with the clothing. Don’t let any locals get a look at the seams.”

With that settled, Mali resumed digging through the pre-mades for clothes for herself. For 1798, she found a simple dress with long sleeves in a pale green fabric that looked easy to wear. She added stockings, shoes, and a hat. She elected to go with middle-class for 1775 to avoid the wide hoops of the gowns the upper class wore. 

“You’d best grab a wig also, Mali. Your short hair would be out of fashion in the eighteenth century unless you dress as a boy. Even then, it wouldn’t be long enough. The men should also have longer hair although they might get by if it’s just a little on the longish side.”

Wise words, Mali admitted, crushed that she hadn’t considered their hair. Once all that was completed and the fabricator worked on the two sets of clothing for Bonde, she turned to the currency. They were authorized to take over one thousand pounds to last them the whole trip. At the values of the century, that was an enormous amount of money.

Mali took over the fabricator to order the currency, primarily in printed bills made to look used. She set the printing date at 1756, double-checked it, then had the computer repeat the order to her before giving it the go-ahead. In a neutral voice, the machine advised the printing would take longer due to the construction of the clothing. 

Mali cast a concerned glance at Dianna. “Will it be done in time?”

Nodding, Dianna replied, “You have about two hours before everything is ready. If you have other things to do, you can come back then. I’ll set everything on the belt for you to inspect.”

Mali thanked her and headed out the door, feeling confident that she had covered everything that needed doing here. She only had to double-check the clothing sizes and the amount of the money then sign off on them when she returned. Both excited and nervous, she almost bounced down the stairs to her level of the station.

She still couldn’t believe this was happening. Getting on a travel team seemed like an impossible dream, but in a few short hours, she would be standing on Earth in the past. She’d never been down to the planet although she could see it from the observation dome on the station, and she’d fantasized about what it would be like to walk on a world with real gravity and a horizon. She’d lived her whole life on this station with the same smell, the same food, the same people. She was eager for a change, but also a little fearful. 

Although she felt confident they could resolve the issue that had set up the time shift, she wasn’t as sure about being in an alien environment. Just traveler’s nerves, she told herself. Sure, the trainers here at TIM had warned them about possibilities of vertigo, agoraphobia, and other possible ailments that could affect them, but that wasn’t the norm. She was tough, and she was prepared. She could handle it.
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Chapter 2
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“You home, Brix?” Mali called out as she entered her apartment on the first level in the blue section.  

Paired up by the station computer, she and Anna Brix, who preferred to be called by her last name, had little in common other than both being stationers, children born on Space Station Alpha. No reply. She hadn’t arrived at the flat yet. Shrugging, Mali continued to the little alcove next to her bedroom and glanced at the stack of books she had brought home earlier.  

Aside from the desk, the space held a mini-computer on its stand, a bookcase with an assortment of schoolbooks, a few historical novels, and biographies. An unstrung recurve bow leaned against the desk with a quiver of arrows propped next to it.

Now, she hurried to grab a duffle bag and began stuffing the things into it she wanted with her. She put in a backup battery and solar charger, personal hygiene items, clothing for when they were in the time unit—she didn’t plan to wear period clothes the entire trip—and a supply of her favorite candies. She’d even updated the history books on her tablet from the TIM library and already had a load of other information about the era before she added it to her bag.  

She looked around at her personal items and grabbed a silver chain necklace with a blue-green stone from Earth attached to it. She dropped down on the edge of her bed and ran her fingers over the smooth surface. Her mother had called it a jade stone. She recalled seeing it around her neck and her telling Mali it was her lucky charm. 

She hadn’t been wearing it the night she died. Maybe if she had, she would have escaped the fire. Mali’s eyes grew misty as she pictured her mother’s warm hazel eyes and sweet smile. Her dad had often said she looked like her mother. She slipped the talisman over her neck and let the stone drop between her breasts. She needed all the luck she could get on this trip. 

Her eyes tracked to the shelf above her bed where a framed picture of her family—her mom, dad, grandfather, and herself—faced her. Those were happy days, the days before everything changed. Gone now. 

Two days after her sixth birthday, her parents died in a fire caused by an explosion in the Century Club on the top level of the station. Tears formed at the corners of her eyes, welling there but not falling. That was when her whole life changed. 

She never learned the whole story. She knew that station fires didn’t happen often and deadly ones were almost unheard of, but the emergency system hadn’t function correctly, and her mom and dad had been killed when the automatic seals closed the section off. 

She recalled her grandfather coming to their apartment, devastated and choking back sobs as he told her they had died. She couldn’t quite grasp it at first, didn’t understand they were gone for good. She’d just stared at him as he’d watched her with a pitiful look on his face and wiping at his eyes. He’d stayed with her for a couple of weeks, then called her uncle to come to take her.

That was the last time she saw her grandfather. He disappeared a few months later and was never heard from again. She’d lived with her Uncle Grant for about three months before he’d gotten her accepted into the Station’s foster care system. Just like that, her family and her security were gone. She didn’t even understand enough then to cry about it. The tears came later as she realized exactly what death meant. She still didn’t talk about it or the foster system to anyone. 

She blinked away tears now and put the picture back on the shelf. As she did, her fingers touched one of the timepieces on the same shelf. She had three of them, inherited from her grandfather when he was presumed dead. 

She picked a golden pocket watch that looked like a replica from the 1700s. Engraved with swirls and loops, the decorated case featured a brilliant green stone in the middle that reflected the room’s light. Popping the cover, she studied the face inside with its gold-plated Roman numerals for time markers and delicate minute and second hands. Quite valuable, she guessed, even more so if it was not a replica, but she had to assume it was. Where would her grandfather ever get his hands on an authentic period watch? 

In fact, all three of the timepieces were replicas of various periods. One hung off a silver chatelaine with an additional three chains holding a key, a small knife, and a tiny lock. The clasp looked sturdy enough to secure the watch to a belt. The third was thick with open sides looking like a little drum, but Mali could view the mechanisms inside. They had spurred Mali’s interest in history and artifacts that had led to her major in history at the University, a fascination that might be paying off in her job now. 

She wiped the tears away from her eyes. She brushed her short nut-brown hair back from her face and splashed water over it, feeling the coolness soothing the burn in her eyes. She was tired, and the sentimental tears had added to the discomfort. Unclipping her hair, she pulled a few tendrils forward and flipped the bangs to one side. She favored the slightly tousled look but was meticulous about her clothes. Her shirt had a few wrinkles in it, so she changed

Going back to the timepieces, she decided she would take one with her. She needed a chronometer, and the pocket watch looked the closest to the era. It kept time accurately, and they might need that, so she slipped it into her bag. After gazing at the family photo for a long time, she pulled out her tablet and transferred the image from the picture, then put it back.

She selected three books that were histories of the eras they were going to visit and English customs. While she was confident of many things, she felt nervous about screwing up on conversation and the pleasantries of the time. The good news was that they would not be going in as the upper class, so they had more leeway among the commoners than the nobility. As she pulled out another book, Mali became aware of someone in her doorway and turned to see Brix there; one arm lifted to the doorjamb as she leaned against it.

“What up, Mali?” the attractive honey-blonde asked.

“Oh, I have to do a special project, and I’ll be gone a few days,” she said hesitantly, making it up as she spoke.

“Gone? What do you mean? Are you leaving the station?” Brix’s eyebrows pulled together, and a vee-shape formed between her eyes.

“It’s a special think-tank kind of thing where everyone is kept together for three or four days to brainstorm ideas to find a solution to a problem. So, I’ll be locked in with some of my co-workers.” Mali hoped that sounded plausible.

The look on the other girl’s face told her she clearly had no idea what Mali was talking about. “That’s Plutoland. You’re still on the station, so there’s no reason for you not to sleep in your own bed.”

“Well, that’s not how the idea works, Brix. It’s an immersement in the problem type of thing that requires no break in the synergy of the group.” If she hadn’t lost her before, Mali did now.

Brix shook her head in befuddlement then asked, “But you’ll be back for my party on Saturday, right?”

“Of course, I will. Don’t worry.” Not a lie. If they returned within a day or two of their departure date, the missed party would never happen. 

Mali put the last book into her duffle then tugged the cord shut. “I have to go now. I’ll see you in a few days.”

With reluctance, Brix stepped away from the door, waiting as Mali passed her. At the last moment, she caught Mali’s arm and pulled her into a quick hug. 

“Be safe,” she murmured, then released her and leaned back against the door again to watch as Mali left. 

Feeling confused, Mali caught the lift to the upper level. Brix wasn’t usually a touchy type of person, so what was that about? 
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“Wait up, Harper,” Edmunds called to Mali as she hurried toward the fabrication office. “I’ve been looking for you.”

She came to a quick halt then turned to face her supervisor. “Yes, sir. I was just getting a few personal items to take.”

He glanced at the duffle bag slung over her shoulder and nodded. “Very good. However, I noticed on your records that you haven’t received any booster vaccinations for Earth since your initial series when you came on board. You need to report to the infirmary for a series of inoculations before you go. Can’t have you going back to a century of disease and unfamiliar germs without being protected. So hustle over there now.”

“I will, sir. Thank you.” Dismissed, she continued down the hall going to the third door on the right where the medical division was located. Ugh. Injections. Not something she looked forward to doing.

Since it was used exclusively for TIA, the rooms were more like a small clinic than a doctor’s office. Two people staffed it, a lab technician and a medic. Both were busy when she walked in, but the skinny medic turned his attention to her at once. 

“Harper? I’ve been expecting you. Come into the staging room.” He pointed to the small office off the lab area.

With a surge of trepidation, she entered the room and took a seat in a padded chair with sturdy arms.  

The medic, a middle-aged man with thinning ebony hair, regarded her with a kind look as he set about checking her vitals. “I’m Assistant Medic Wilson. This is all standard procedure for your first-time jump. I’ll just check all the general health markers, get a blood sample that my technician will analyze, and I’ll administer two mass injections with multiple disease prevention serums. They will make you a bit drowsy, but you shouldn’t experience any ill effects from them. Any questions?”

She stared at him with a blank expression. Questions? She didn’t know where to begin. “What diseases are you protecting me from? Are there any other things I need to be concerned about?”

He cracked a brief smile. “You need to understand that growing up in a clean environment on the station means that while your immune system is protected against any germs that might sneak onto the station, you are vulnerable to the diseases on Earth, especially in the 1700s. All kinds of illnesses that were pretty much eradicated in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries were thriving at the time. Things like smallpox, influenza, measles, tuberculosis, and a host of other infections that stationers have never had to worry about.”

“Oh,” she said meekly. She didn’t have a choice in this, not if she wanted to be on the team. She just wished it wasn’t a last-minute thing, and it didn’t have to happen all at one time. “Fine, then. Go ahead.” 

Sighing, she leaned back and tried to relax. 

Over twenty minutes later and running low on time before she had to meet Bonde and Coleman, Mali left the infirmary and teetered unsteadily down the corridor to the fabrication office. She felt woozy and slightly nauseous. The medic assured it would pass soon and was just a minor side effect of the vaccines. 

Entering fabrication, relief eased her mind as she spotted the bundles of clothing all secured and ready to be sent to the time unit. Dianna hovered near the small package of bills sitting on a table close to the machine and grinned as Mali came in. 

“There you are. I was getting concerned. I thought you’d be back sooner.”

“I was delayed,” Mali said as she looked over the bundles and the clothing list on each one. In her fuzzy mind, she checked the items off, looking for each item: breeches, vest, shirt, underwear, stockings, shoes, wigs, and jewelry for the men; dresses, petticoats, hats, wigs, and all the other things for her. “Handbags? Do I have handbags for the eras?”

Dianna frowned. “Ladies didn’t often carry handbags in the period.”

“I’m pretty sure they did,” Mali retorted. “At the least, a money pouch.”

“Let me check.” She turned to the computer and put in the search criteria. In moments, she had the information. “Give me another fifteen minutes, and I’ll have a leather handbag that will fit the bill. Computer, manufacture item 17-88-923 immediately.” She pointed to the money stacks. “In the meantime, your money is here and ready to be counted. I’d suggest you keep the bills in the bundles and just thumb through them.”

Mali nodded as she signed off on the clothing items. “Go ahead and send these through to the time unit.” Her stomach gurgled, and she felt like she was going to vomit. “I’ll be back in a couple of minutes.” She spun and hurried out of the room to the nearest facility, where she could throw up her sparse lunch.

Having emptied her stomach, Mali stood at the sink and washed off her face. Between the lack of sleep and the vaccines, she felt exhausted. Dark circles showed under her hazel eyes, and her skin color looked a shade lighter than its usual tone. For a few moments, she wondered exactly what she was doing. 

Ever since TIM had recruited her out of the university, she had been intrigued with the time travel unit. She’d gone to work for the super-secret organization with the hope of one day making it onto a travel team and had geared all her education toward it. Her love of history had given her the perfect opening to join a team eventually, and this event was the opportunity of a lifetime. She felt like she was ready and could handle it, but the reality of going back to another era and a less secure environment was something she hadn’t really considered much. 

Having never been planet-side or even on the moon, she had no idea what that would be like. She wished now that she’d had more time to plan for the first trip, get more consideration of what it involved, and talk to some people who had done it. 

First-time jitters, she told herself. Wiping her face, she turned and hurried back to the fabrication office. She only had five minutes now until she needed to meet her team.

She ran back in and saw that the clothing had been shipped out. Only the money remained. She apologized and reached for the first of four bundles. 

“All the bills are ten-pound notes, the smallest produced in the period,” Dianna informed her.

“Right,” Mali agreed. Even those might be difficult to pass with the merchants. “Once we are there, we can break them and get coins.” She didn’t have time now to count the coins or look too closely at the bills. She examined the first couple, noting the details and seeing the authentic-looking signatures on them, then thumbed through rest with only hasty glances at them.

“This pouch,” Dianna held up the newly manufactured handbag that looked like it had been well used and continued, “has one-hundred pounds in coins as you requested.”

She handed it off to Mali, who took a quick glance inside, seeing the assortment of coins before adding it to her backpack. 

“Thanks for your help,” she answered and shoved all the paper bundles into a cloth bag’s that Dianna had set on the table before signing off on them. With no time to actually count them, she had to trust that the bills were accurate and would pass easily in the era. 

“Good travels,” Dianna called as Mali picked up her duffel bag and the money then hurried from the room tossing a wave to the tech.

“You’re late,” Bonde said as she ran down the hall, duffle whopping her back where she’d hung it off her shoulder. He and Coleman waited outside the launch staging room.

Two minutes. Two damn minutes. 

She gritted her teeth and mumbled, “Sorry, Captain. It won’t happen again.” She set the duffel at her feet and took a deep breath. Damn, she felt tired. “A bit drowsy,” Wilson had said. Ha!

“It shouldn’t have happened the first time. Was I not clear enough, Ms. Harper?” Bonde’s handsome face crunched in an unpleasant expression.

She started to object but reconsidered when she saw his face. “No, sir. My timing was off.”

Bonde turned to the secured double-doors, entered a code, then peered into the ocular scanner and waited as the doors rotated open. He motioned her and Coleman through first, then followed, securing the door behind them. 

“Look, Harper, I realize this is your first assignment on a TA. I am strict about many things because timing is important in everything we do. Accuracy is important. Information must be correct. The success of our mission and, possibly our lives, depends on the team working together in the most efficient and productive way possible. I expect the best from my team. Is that clear?”

“Yes, sir.” She felt like a schoolgirl being scolded for being late from lunch break. The heads always made her feel stupid and incompetent. She knew what she was doing, and this was not her fault. If someone had told her she needed to spend almost thirty minutes in medical, she would have planned for it. At the same time, she knew that Bonde wouldn’t accept any excuses; he was annoyed with her as it was. He’d seemed that way from the first introduction, and she didn’t know why. He didn’t know her but couldn’t he at least give her the benefit of accepting that she was qualified for her job on the team?

Bonde relaxed a bit then and indicated they should sit. Out of the corner of her eye, Mali glimpsed a hint of a smile on Coleman’s lips along with a slightly raised eyebrow. Was he amused at her failure? Two minutes and it was a big production. Damn.

She sat at the table across from Bonde with Coleman to her right, then shifted her gaze to the walls. Two doors divided both side walls; two of them locked with security panels. The one next to the door on their right had an electronic bolt on it and no controls. Above the first door, a green light glowed while the other had nothing showing. On the other side, the one with the controls showed a red light above it, and the other door had no restrictions. Curious. 

Charts and maps displayed on a giant screen on the back wall—London in 1798 and Glasgow in 1775. The charts showed latitude and longitude while another displayed the timeline in the present along with another one showing the previous day so that the difference in the magnitude of the anomaly was clear.

Another screen displayed a checklist of pre-jump items. This was it. They were getting ready to depart.

“Okay, let’s run through everything we have at this point and determine where we want to land at the end of the jump.”

Land? Somehow, in spite of working for TIA, Mali hadn’t learned exactly how the time capsule worked. She only knew that it, in some magical way, transported them through time to another location that the pilot designated. Now was not the moment to demonstrate her total lack of knowledge on that part of the job. 

“Harper, since you are the era expert, do you have a suggestion for a good spot?”

She swallowed nervously, then got to her feet to take a look at the London map. She assumed they would need to set down in a clearing with concealment around it. As she recalled, the unit was a bullet-shaped vessel, six feet in diameter, and about seven feet tall, enough clearance for even Bonde to stand up in it without touching the top. She’d only seen images and read about it in the training information. She supposed it would be crowded inside with the three of them. The timeline chamber was on the outside of the cabin but enclosed within the shell. Once they latched onto the line, it would whisk them to their destination. 

As she studied the map of London, she followed the roads to the south. She spotted Kensington House and the park areas around it. Too public. People would be around the place all the time. They would need to get away from the more populated zone into the countryside. She followed the marked roadway toward Chelsea until she spotted an area that looked like woods. 
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