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‘Graudin depicts the futuristic, high-tech world and the fulsome and frenzied historical settings with equal richness … A madcap, vivid time-travel tale with a strong ensemble’ – Kirkus Reviews

‘If the crew from Firefly somehow wound up as teenagers on the TARDIS and had to solve a Fringe-type mystery before time literally disappeared, you’d have something like Invictus’ – Beth Revis, New York Times bestselling author of the Across the Universe series

‘Invictus gripped my heart. Graudin’s achingly beautiful prose and thoughtful exploration of time, history, and identity create a stunning story. I couldn’t turn the pages fast enough, and yet I wanted to savour each decadent sentence. Readers be warned, you’ll want to stop time to live in this tale’ – Roshani Chokshi, New York Times bestselling author of The Star-Touched Queen
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0.

AB AETERNO



ACCESS LEVEL: RESTRICTED [PLATINUM BLACK]

RECORDS OF DECEMBER 31, 95 AD, ARE NOT AVAILABLE TO THE GENERAL PUBLIC.

PLEASE REFER TO ARCHIVE 12-A 11B FOR ORIGINAL DATASTREAM.

 

RECORDER EMPRA MCCARTHY SAT IN THE bleachers of the Amphitheatrum Flavium, her pregnant belly round as a globe under her indigo stola. The Colosseum—not that it was called that, not yet—was a frenzy of life around her. Nearly fifty thousand souls had come to watch the day’s bloodbath, filling the seats with earth-toned togas, popping salted peas and chunks of bread into their mouths, screaming last-minute bets and Latin slang as the gladiators marched through the Porta Sanavivaria into the arena below. Morning air was already salty-ripe with sweat and blood, scents so thick the crowd seemed drunk with it. They retched and roared and called for more. Blood! Blood! Blood!

Two gladiators lined up in front of the imperial box, bowing to Emperor Domitian and handing over their weapons for inspection. Both stood as men prepared to die.

And for what? Blood! Blood! Blood!

Empra tried to take note of everything—it was her job, after all, the reason she was here, in a time not her own. She tried to ignore the constant ache of her lower back, the throb of her ankles, the flaming, wet misery of her heart.

Usually, when Empra sat in the thick of living history, she thought of her great-grandfather: Bertram McCarthy, professor of history at Oxford. A man whose life was a tidy sum of tweed jackets and pipes and paperbound books. He worshipped the past with a strange fervor. It was, he liked to tell her, the weight all mankind was born to bear. The roots we did not choose, but chose us.

Bertram McCarthy had terrible timing. Born four centuries too late, dying two years too early. Two years before time travel was firmly within humanity’s grasp. Empra often thought about what it would be like to travel back to Oxford’s mote-strung halls, to show her great-grandfather the CTM Ab Aeterno and take him for a ride through time. But there were rules upon rules regarding this sort of thing. Time travelers were to be unobtrusive observers. Interacting with people from the past was dangerous business, best kept at a minimum. Lest the course of history be altered.

Not, her swollen belly reminded her, that she’d been so diligent in all the rules.

Thus, Bertram McCarthy was stranded in his own timeline: dusty life and quiet death. But the love of history he’d planted in his great-granddaughter rooted well. Empra hungered for the past: a world unwired. Without personalized adverts constantly streaming through her corneal implants or meal blocks that tasted suspiciously the same no matter what kind of food she ordered.

That was why she’d worked her tail off to become a licensed time traveler by age eighteen, why she’d joined the Corps of Central Time Travelers on a yearlong survey expedition to ancient Rome. Traveling, seeing, recording. Blue skies, green plants, real food. These were the things Empra lived for. Also, love…which she hadn’t known she was looking for until it found her. Until he found her.

Love. Which brought her back here. To this round belly. To this bloodthirsty arena. To the gladiator who stood at the center of it all. Empra wondered if Gaius searched for her among the crowd that roared for his death. She’d already said good-bye, already told him they could never be together. Every moment of their last encounter had felt like plucking out her own heart, string by sanguine string. Empra knew she’d never forget the shadows hooding his already shadowed features, his promise to live for her and the baby, his Why? so broken and desperate that for just a sliver of a moment Empra considered telling Gaius the truth.

Star-crossed didn’t even begin to describe their romance. She loved him to the core, but there could be no future between them, even if he lived. This was because he’d already died. On a day thousands of years before Empra twinkled in her own parents’ eyes.

She had a feeling that day was going to be today, though Empra couldn’t know for sure. She’d scoured the Historian databases with keywords like Gaius and gladiatorial games and 95 AD, but the results were sparse, informationless wastelands. Gaps of knowledge waiting to be filled with her own datastream.

The facts weren’t hard to add up: Gaius was a good fighter. She’d seen him train as a retiarius at the gladiator school, snaring opponents in his net to be trapped at the mercy of his trident. But the gladiator Gaius was pitted against today was one of the empire’s best. A secutor with a brutish blade and fifteen victories under his belt.

Empra hated watching the violence, but more than this, she hated not knowing. Did Gaius die today, his blood just one more reason for the crowd to cheer? Or did he survive this fight? Gaius was a man long buried. His ending did not matter in the scheme of things, but Empra knew if she didn’t watch this battle, did not see his past future ended or extended, it would haunt her.

This was why, after nine months and one day of pregnancy, Empra sat in Rome’s barbaric heart instead of coddled up in some Central hospital, plugged into an entertainment system to distract her from the oncoming woes of childbirth.

“You’re pushing it,” Burg, her ship’s Historian, had warned her the night before. “The Corps isn’t going to like that you’ve stayed so long.”

“Just one more day.” This could have been a plea except for the way Empra had said it. With the same determined gravitas that had secured her this post in the first place. “That’s all we need to finish out the survey year. Besides, tomorrow’s fight…it’s important.”

She’d never told anyone about Gaius. Simply speaking to him—sitting down for that first off-the-record interview to learn more about gladiatorial life—had been a massive breach in protocol. What followed was unforgivable, and if word of it slipped out, Empra’s Corps license would be revoked forever. She’d be as stuck as her great-grandfather Bertram.

“Watching men hack each other to bits for fun is not what I would consider good maternal preparation.” Burg frowned. “You can’t have the baby here, Empra.”

The baby’s paternity had been a point of contention among the three male crew members of the CTM Ab Aeterno, each of whom regarded the others with raised eyebrows and unvoiced suspicions. As long as they didn’t suspect the truth…

“It’s not like we can’t come back,” he’d gone on softly. Too softly for her liking.

Maybe she’d get a chance to return after all this, but Empra wasn’t willing to bet on it.

She could feel the baby kicking, even now, tiny heels thumping against her gut as the gladiators took their positions, weapons gripped with lusty fists. Gaius was the fighter on the right, standing under the box of Vestal Virgins. Had Empra’s eyesight been limited by biology, she would’ve been too far away to see his face. Her Recorder equipment magnified the details. Gaius’s proud falcon nose turned into the ring, dark-as-earth eyes calculating his opponent. His calf muscles rippled against his sandal straps, ready to spring.

Empra’s heart swelled: sick, sicker, sickest.

And then it burst.

She thought it strange that she felt it leaking, wet and warm against her stola, until Burg’s voice buzzed into her comm implant. “McCarthy! Your vitals are spiking! Are you going into labor?”

Below, the fight had started. First blood had already been drawn—not Gaius’s, but the secutor’s. The crowd went feral at the sight.

“McCarthy! Answer me!” Burg shouted louder this time.

“I think my—my water just broke,” she whispered into her hand, and stood on shaky legs.

There was a louder roar. Empra didn’t want to look, but she had to. This time it was the secutor’s blade that had landed a blow. There was a bright smear on Gaius’s left arm, mixing with the fibers of his net.

“Get your hashing tail back here this instant!” Empra could just imagine Burg sitting at the Ab Aeterno’s Historian console, rubbing his bristly silver crew cut with an agitated palm. “Don’t make me come get you, McCarthy. You don’t want to see me in a toga.”

“I’m coming, I’m coming.” She didn’t want to leave, but Burg was right. She couldn’t have the baby here. The event would attract too much attention.

Time was not on her side today.

Most of the crowd was too riveted by the fight to pay attention to the pregnant woman stumbling down the bleacher steps. Two more blows had been struck by the time Empra reached the exiting arch. Her back was to the arena, but she could tell by the round after bloody round of cheers.

One last look. She could risk that, couldn’t she?

And there was Gaius, her Gaius, still fighting. His trident seemed a part of him. It was a terrible, wretched scene, but somehow he was beautiful in it.

Already dead, she reminded herself. It doesn’t matter if it’s a second from now or decades.

This didn’t make it any easier to turn away. Neither did the fact that the red-notched secutor had managed to slice away Gaius’s net and was backing him slowly, surely, into a corner.

“McCarthy, Doc says your stats are off the charts. Kid’s coming fast. You need me to come get you?” Burg’s question was low and steady in her ear.

There was nowhere for Gaius to run. His back was to the wall, dark curls splayed. The point of his enemy’s blade drew closer, closer.

Empra changed her mind. She couldn’t watch this.

No one should have to watch this.

“No, I—I’m coming.” She turned her back and stumbled away. Blinded by the pain of a white-hot contraction. Deafened by the roar of a gore-glutted crowd.

 

The CTM Ab Aeterno’s engine purred as Burgstrom Hammond waited by the hatch. According to the infirmary monitors, Empra’s contractions were crowding closer together, and judging by the cries that burst through Burg’s comm, they hurt like nothing he’d ever felt before.

“C’mon, McCarthy! Keep going. You’re almost here!” Burg wasn’t sure if he was telling the truth—the visual on his Historian screen was blurry with Empra’s tears and the field where their time machine was parked looked like every field surrounding it. His fist was white on the latch, five seconds from running to the Appian Way in his coveralls.

There was no need. Empra beat him to the punch, crumpling into Burg when he opened the door. Her tears dampened his chest as he carried her to the ship’s infirmary. Doc already had his sleeves rolled up, med-patches fanned out in his hand like a card deck. One was enough to fool pain receptors for an average wound, but Burg counted ten. After Empra’s next scream—a sound that cleaved everything around it—he wondered if even ten would be enough. They hadn’t planned for Empra to have her baby on the Ab Aeterno.

“We need to get her back to Central, stat!” Doc’s yell carried into the console room, where the CTM’s Engineer was doing last-minute landing calculations. “Nicholas, get us out of here!”

The ship lurched in response, engines propelling it into the aching winter sky. Again, Empra screamed—new life’s pain made all the louder by their comm connection. Burg pressed a hand to his ear, surprised not to find blood trickling out.

“Deep breaths! Hold tight. Just a few more minutes and we’ll get you to a proper hospital.” Doc applied med-patches to Empra’s arms as fast as he could, adhesive peels flurrying across the floor. They didn’t seem to help. Burg’s eardrum threatened to rupture as he made for the console room—an uphill incline to the ship’s bow—where Nicholas was hunched over the controls.

“Hades’s clangers!” Sky glared at Burg through the vistaport, its blue too bright for the future. “What are we still doing here?”

“Gotta get the right elevation or things could get a mite toasty.” The Engineer wasn’t wrong. Central—the crew’s home city, seat of the Central World Republic—sat on this exact spot some twenty-two and a half centuries in the future. If the Ab Aeterno didn’t climb high enough, its jump through time could send them careening into hovercraft traffic. “Trust me, I’m as ready to say good-bye to this year as the rest of you.”

Nicholas’s voice cracked with a strain they all felt—364 days spent inside a 65-square-meter CTM, watching Empra come and go and grow from the belly out. Back issues of holopaper zines and two hours a day on the walkabout machine could only do so much to ward off cabin fever. In fact, the sight of Rome spread below was one of the best Burg had seen the whole hashing year. From this elevation, the capital was a model maker’s dream—hills crowned with temples, Colosseum the size of a coin. The Ab Aeterno leveled above it, letting only a second pass before the city—and the time that held it— vanished. They’d peeled out of 95 AD, into the Grid. Darkness pressed against the vistaport, endless and eager.

The screams from the infirmary grew louder. Burg wanted to tell the Engineer to hurry up, but there was no point. The Grid was a timeless place. Clocks stopped and what you thought was a second could be an hour, a week, a year, a decade. He stared through the vistaport instead, willing the world’s capital to reappear in its twenty-fourth-century iteration. Rome had changed a good deal in the last two millennia: from dusty republic city to Caput Mundi to selfie-stick-wielding tourist destination to Novum Caput Mundi. The heart of the ancient world had risen to new, all-powerful heights. Its cityscape even resembled a crown. Zone 1—the Colosseum, the Vatican, countless basilicas and fountains and piazzas—sat at the center, the buildings of Old Rome protected by the Global Historic Preservation Act of 2237 ad. Modernity hemmed it in on all sides. Zone 2’s jutting skyline was bejeweled with neon adverts, hovercraft traffic dotting the slices of intervening sky. The centerpiece of Central was— without question—the tiered New Forum skyscraper designed by the famed architect Biruk Tekle. All 168 floors of the building were sheathed in gold glass. Six hundred senators worked inside these gilded walls, representing half as many global districts, headed by a dual consulate.

Earth’s capital was the seed of a million migraines, with its smog and tangled lights, but there was a pause every day when it transformed. Locals like Burg knew this as the “Flaming Hour,” when the setting sun caught pollution particles at just the right angle to spread orange bright into every corner of the evening. The city became fire itself, unmatched by anything in history. One world, one light. It was Rome ascended, forged from peace instead of war.

None of this materialized from the black. Nicholas stayed hunched over his screens, taking strings of numbers and crunching them into the precise result that would land the Ab Aeterno when they wanted: April 18, 2354 AD, 12:01 PM. One minute after their departure one year ago.

Burg sat down at his own station to disconnect Empra’s feed from his comm, but there was no need. Her shrieks had gone silent, a rougher, wordless cry taking their place.

Nicholas looked up at the sound, cheeks ashen. “Is that—”

It was. Newborn lungs drunk on their first swig of air. The cries kept on and the Engineer made the eight-pointed sign of a cross over his chest. Burg felt his own color draining while he looked toward the infirmary, then back to the dizzying dark of the Grid. As a time traveler, he was used to bending the laws of nature, sometimes all the way backward.

But this…a child born outside of time…

Such an event didn’t just distort the laws of nature.

It broke them.

Burg switched off the datastream and ran to the infirmary. It was a sight: Doc tending to Empra on the floor. Her stola had gone purple with bloodstains, and she could not stop crying as she rocked her child with med-patch-covered arms. The infant was already squirming, as if he was ready to fight something. His head bloomed full of dark curls.

Though Burg was a large tree trunk of a man—built for bar brawls and bouncer jobs—he was also very intuitive. He’d noted that Empra’s datastream lingered a bit too long on the gladiator with those same dark curls. He’d noticed how, at night, always hours before she returned to the Ab Aeterno, she would switch off the recording devices and mute her mic. He’d watched love like stars shine through her eyes—the kind of love she never shared with him. Or Doc. Or Nicholas. Or her ex-fiancé, Marin.

The Historian was watchful enough to pick out these things, smart enough to piece them together. Like all registered members of the Corps, Burg had memorized the Corps of Central Time Travelers’ Code of Conduct to the extent that he could recite it in reverse. When it came to this child’s father, Empra had gone well outside her jurisdiction, and if the Central authorities caught wind of her actions, there would be consequences. Ruthless ones, applied to mother and son alike.

Burg looked down at the baby—so breakably small in Empra’s arms—and swore he’d never tell. When the infant’s clear eyes latched onto his, the Historian went a step further, doing some calculations in his head. In order for Empra’s secret to stay a secret, there had to be bribery involved. Burg knew if he could get the right amount of credits to the right lab techs, then the child’s DNA tests could be fudged. Senators did this all the time to cover up unwanted paternity claims.

But the senators’ pockets were far deeper than Burg’s. He didn’t time travel for the money. No one did. Most of the Corps’ cash flow went to the mechanical side of things: fuel rods, CTM maintenance, server space to host the datastreams Recorders were collecting from all across time.

How many credits would it take to bribe the lab techs? A thousand? Five thousand? Maybe even more, to hide a misstep as large as this…

“Would you like to hold him?” Empra asked.

Burg nodded. How could he say no? The baby squirmed as he was transferred, curls tickling the inside of the Historian’s elbow. It was then that the bearish man decided to hash it all. What were numbers to a life? Whatever price it would take to keep this child alive…he’d pay it. There wasn’t much that could be done to cover up the birth outside of time. He just had to have faith that that anomaly would sort itself out.

Burg cradled the boy who should not have been—close as a heart—waiting through the timeless time-between-times for them to land.




PART I

Out of the night that covers me,

Black as the pit from pole to pole,

I thank whatever gods may be

For my unconquerable soul.

 

— WILLIAM ERNEST HENLEY

“INVICTUS”




1.

THE BOY WHO SHOULD 
NOT HAVE BEEN



MAY 5, 2371

 

“STATE YOUR NAME.” THE MED-DROID’S AUTOMATED voice was cut clean, every syllable filed down to replicate a Central accent. Why machines needed accents, Far didn’t know. Maybe the programmers added this touch of humanity to put the med-droid’s patients at ease. The tactic had failed, though the robot couldn’t be faulted for Far’s discomfort. Sitting tail-naked on an examination tabletop wasn’t exactly Relaxation 101. The stainless steel surface was a few degrees shy of frosty, nipping places on his body where cold had no business going.

“Farway Gaius McCarthy,” he answered.

The med-droid recorded the reply, shifted into the next query. “State your date of birth.”

Far sighed. They asked this question. Every. Single. Time. And every single time he answered, the med-droid’s computers would whir through the census databases, find nothing, and state in its elegant accent: “Answer invalid. Restate your date of birth.”

This routine was old hat. He’d done it scores, if not hundreds, of times, for all the scores, if not hundreds, of Simulator exams he’d taken at the Academy. The anticheating measures—a full stripping and thorough identity scan before every Sim session— seemed extreme, but as Far’s instructors had taught him, time travel demanded flawless precision. Cheating now could lead to world-ending catastrophes later. Maybe. Time’s immutability was something much debated by the Corps, who were too afraid to test their theories in case they ended up changing the future they lived in—butterfly wingbeats and whatnot. Thus, perfection was their MO.

Traveling the Grid—exploring the past in real time—was all Far dreamed of. He’d been raised on a steady diet of serialized datastreams and Burg’s expedition stories: outrunning velociraptors, witnessing Vesuvius’s rage against the night sky, surveying the great Dust Bowl of the 1930s. But watching pixels flicker through screens and listening to an old man’s recounted adventures wasn’t enough to sate Far’s hunger. Even the Sims’ stateof-the-art sensory replications, with their sounds and smells and hologram people imbued with enough artificial intelligence to mimic an interactive scene from history, weren’t enough.

He wanted to meet history face-to-face. He wanted to be the blood in its veins, as it was in his. Far was a McCarthy— son of one of the most beloved Recorders of her generation. Everywhere he went, Empra’s name followed. Older Academy instructors always did a double take when they came across Far in their class rosters. You’re Empra’s boy, they’d say, along with some version of: She was a bright girl, one of my best students. It’s such a shame about what happened to the Ab Aeterno….

His mother’s legacy and loss were always there, pushing Far to be the best, always the best. And he was. Today he’d pass his final exam with flying colors, like he always did, and receive his license. Today his Sim score would earn him a coveted space on the crew of a Central Time Machine. Tomorrow he’d be exploring many yesterdays ago, documenting momentous events for scholars, scientists, and entertainment moguls alike.

But first—first!—he had to get past this pragmatic meddroid. “State your date of birth.”

“Can we just skip this part?” Far shifted on the table, a vain attempt to keep his unmentionables from going numb.

“Answer invalid. Restate your date of birth.”

“April eighteenth, 2354 AD.” Far tried the date that made him seventeen and a smidge. It wasn’t his true birthday, but that didn’t stop his cousin Imogen from buying him gelato and sticking sparklers in it every year. He’d tried to make 4/18/54 official, but no clerical worker could be persuaded to fill the blank gap on his birth certificate. Far’s birth outside of time had to stay on the public record, for historical purposes. Med-droid malfunctions be hashed.

Speaking of: “Answer invalid. Restate your date of birth.”

Far attempted the date he used whenever he was trying to impress a girl. The date that made him 2,276, minus a smidge. “December thirty-first, 95 AD.”

“Answer in—”

“I know, for Crux sake! I don’t have a hashing birthday!” Far knew it was useless to get mad—he was the glitch, not the med-droid’s programming—but sometimes it just felt good to yell. “I was born on the Ab Aeterno!”

The examination room door slid open. A living Medic stuck her head around the corner. Her features were as edged and elegant as the Hindi on her ID card. A stethoscope dangled from her neck, competing for space with gold-tinted headphones. “Is something wrong—oh!” Her face brightened. “Hello, Far!”

“Hey, Priya.” He grinned at the Medic and tried oh-sosubtly to tense his abdominal muscles. “Like the headphones. Where’d you find them?”

“Some hawker in Zone Four was trying to pass them off as genuine BeatBix, asking three thousand credits for them. Can you believe it? With the BB logo facing the wrong way and everything.”

“I’d expect nothing less from a Zone Four hawker,” Far told her. “One of them tried to convince my cousin that a kitten with an awful dye job was a red panda cub.”

“Aren’t red pandas extinct?”

“Exactly. So what’d you haggle him down to?”

“Two hundred and fifty credits.” Priya’s rip-off headphones gleamed as she shrugged. “Could’ve gone lower, but some prices aren’t worth the fight. Hawker gets to pay his bills and I get to listen to Acidic Sisters through something other than my comm.”

“Answer invalid,” the med-droid informed them in its tireless cadence. “Restate your date of birth.”

“Ah. Birth date question again?”

“Never not,” Far said.

Being a Medic in an age where droids made up fifteen percent of the population required training beyond human biology, so like most of her peers, Priya doubled as a mechanic. She pried open the med-droid’s chest plate and rearranged some wires—a routine Far had seen her perform scores of time—to bypass the question manually. “You’d think they’d have this bug fixed by now.”

Far laughed as he offered his arm for the inevitable blood sample. Of all the Medics who came to intervene with his examination hitches, Priya was his favorite. She always pretended the problem lay on the med-droid’s end and not his. And where her coworkers were quick to scurry off—their silence like fear— she lingered, often close enough for him to hear the notes beating through her headphones. Today it was a punk-tech ballad. Catchy to the max.

“So…your final exam Sim. I’d ask if you were nervous, but who am I kidding?”

He laughed again. Nerves were for people who didn’t know what the future held, and his was pretty clear: valedictorian of his Academy class, acer of Sims. Sure, final exam Sims were the toughest of the bunch. You could get anything from Neolithic bonfires to a twentieth-century high school keg party to watching King John sign the Magna Carta. The goal was simple— record the event and study the people without being noticed. One misstep and you could be thrown out of the Academy tail-first, banned from time travel forever.

Far didn’t make mistakes, however, just calculated risks. “Got any song suggestions for my impending victory dance?”

“Classic or current?”

“Classic. I’ll need to get used to some historic beats once I’m licensed.”

“Let’s see.” Priya tapped her chin. “There’s Queen’s ‘We Are the Champions’ and DJ Khaled’s ‘All I Do Is Win.’ Oh— and you can’t go wrong with Punched Up Panda’s ‘Top of the Rise.’ M.I.A. has some good ones, too.”

Far made a note of the band names on his interface so he could look them up later. “Queen, Khaled, Panda, M.I.A. Got it.”

“You should breathe.” The Medic’s smoky eyes flickered from Far’s exaggerated, oxygen-starved abs to the vitals graph on the med-droid’s chest. “You’re skewing the readings.”

Ah! She’d noticed! Perhaps not in the way he’d intended, but still…

“When will you go once you pass?” Priya asked.

That was the question, wasn’t it? Far had spent his entire life watching other times. A whole quilt of cultures and humanity… prehistory, ancient Greece, ancient Rome, medieval Europe, the Renaissance, the Age of Enlightenment, the Industrial Revolution, the Age of Progress, all the way to Central time. And that was just the Western Civilization track. So much was still unexplored—for while there were hundreds of licensed time travelers, there were only so many CTMs to go around. The finite life spans of the explorers they carried covered just a fraction of history.

The possibilities were endless. Almost.

“I could go back and kill Hitler,” Far joked. “Isn’t that every time traveler’s dream?”

Priya shot him a you shouldn’t kid about that look from under her bangs.

“Whenever the Corps wants to send me, I guess,” he recanted.

“You don’t have any preferences? You aren’t scared you’re going to get stuck trying to collect bubonic plague cultures from corpses in the name of science?”

When Far was fourteen, he watched a datastream of the Black Death. Even at that age he could tell it was highly edited: choppy shots, faded audio. The Recorder taking the footage had gagged at a blurred-out cart piled high with bodies. “Not my first choice.”

When the med-droid finished its ritual pricking and prodding, it rolled toward the door, calling Far along. “Proceed to the next chamber to acquire your final exam Sim wardrobe.”

“I want to see it all,” he told the Medic.

“Speaking of seeing it all…” Priya bit her lip, but her smile was too strong to hide. Every other corner of her face lit with it as she nodded to the door where the med-droid had vanished. “You should go get dressed.”

Far found his final exam Sim suit in the next room, pressed to perfection and composed of too many pieces. Wool stockings went on first, followed by knee-length breeches and a dress shirt with rabid lace frothing from its ends. These ruffles peeked out of a blue waistcoat embroidered with vines and some long-extinct flower Far couldn’t remember the name of. A green-and-gold-striped coat weighted all this into place. The outfit was bookended with leather shoes and a powdered wig.

“Not the plague, then,” Far muttered as he reached for the stockings.

He’d experienced a few Sims from the eighteenth century— witnessing the signing of the United States’ Declaration of Independence, sailing the Pacific as part of James Cook’s crew, watching the streets of revolution-era Paris crumble into parades and chaos—but it wasn’t a time he’d studied thoroughly.

It made sense. The point of the exam was to demonstrate how well you could improvise. Time travelers had to use costumes, knowledge, and technology to blend into their surrounding environments. On board a traditional CTM, the responsibility for providing flawless covers fell to the Historian. They assembled the Recorder’s wardrobe: clothes, hairstyle, and translation technology…the works. They were responsible for briefing the Recorder on the time period they were walking into. They ID’d key historical figures and sent instructions about how to behave over the comms.

During examination Sims, the Historian’s role was played by a computer linked directly to Far’s comm. It greeted him with the same accent as the med-droid: “Welcome to your final examination Sim, Farway Gaius McCarthy. Your mission is to observe and record an hour-long datastream. You will be graded on the quality and content of your datastream as well as your recording methods.”

The usual, then. Far snapped his breeches into place. For Crux sake, they were tight. It was a miracle the human race managed to keep procreating after years in pants like these…. “When exactly will we be going?”

“May fifteenth, 1776 ad. Seven o’clock in the evening.”

The shirt was snug, too, and the waistcoat pushed the ruffles up so they feathered Far’s neck, making him feel ostrichlike. “Who wears this many layers in May?”

“The residents at the Palace of Versailles,” the computer informed him.

Versailles. A glamorous den of royals, where the air was prickly with wig powder and the golden halls swished with gowns so voluminous they could second for circus tents. There were girls in Far’s Academy class who would kill—or at least significantly maim—to be placed in such a Sim.

Far shouldered the overcoat, secured his wig, and ran through his pre-Sim mantra: I am Farway Gaius McCarthy, son of Empra McCarthy. Birth date unavailable. With timelessness in my blood and nowhere calling to my heart. Born on the Ab Aeterno, for Ab Aeterno. I am a single Sim away from all of time.

The Palace of Versailles, France, 1776 AD would be a cinch.

He switched on his recording devices and stepped into the Sim.





2.

LET HIM EAT CAKE



PLUNGING INTO ANOTHER TIME WAS ALWAYS a dizzying affair. Vertigo and culture shock and déjà vu all crushed together. Far found the reeling sensation passed sooner if he focused on a single point. The first sight he caught in Versailles’s Hall of Mirrors was, well, a mirror. Far hardly recognized himself— white-wigged and poufy. Only his sharp cliff of a nose helped anchor his own reflection.

The rest of the room settled into place. Far knew he was surrounded by hologram plates—how else would you train would-be time travelers without screwing up the world?—but they did a hashing fine job of convincing his senses otherwise. Cavernous ceilings arched above him: chandeliers dripping like a goddess’s tears, gold pouring from every surface. There were gueridons in the form of sumptuous women, seats embroidered with squirrels and flowers, courtiers buzzing high on gossip and champagne. And courtiers, and courtiers…

He’d walked into the middle of a party.

Dozens, if not scores, of people milled through the room. How many eyes that might see Far? How many ears that might hear him? Yes, the partygoers were products of the hologram plates beneath his feet, but their programming was meant to mirror flesh and blood. If Far did anything to attract their attention, his score would suffer.

At least his getup blended in. Their outfits were as outlandish as Far’s. Frill and color mixed through the mirror’s mercury gloss like a bad med-patch trip. The women’s beehive hair climbed impossibly high. Makeup caked their faces to cover the smallpox scars of sickly youth.

One woman was brighter than the rest. She didn’t stand in the center of the party yet she was its center. Her dress billowed seafoam green—light as air, with a spring-day glow. Real ostrich feathers sprouted from the whorls of her hair. Her makeup was as heavy as the others: gossamer powder, eyebrows perfectly arched as if they’d been drawn on. The woman wore these things like magic, trapping an entire ring of courtiers in her spell.

“ID?” Far asked into his cupped palm.

“Maria Antonia Josepha Johanna. Better known as Marie Antoinette. She is currently twenty years of age and the queen of France. She registers as a Tier Three mark on the important-persons scale.”

“Tier Three?” Far, half afraid that the computer was lying, turned to get a better, mirrorless view. It was indeed Marie Antoinette. One of the most hated women of her age. One of the most beloved queens of history.

“Hades’s clangers in a hashing bluebox,” he whispered to the back of a gueridon’s gilded head. The Academy had really tossed him into the deep end this time. Being a Tier Three mark meant any interactions with Marie Antoinette beyond a bon-jour were forbidden. It also meant that datastreams of the flamboyant queen of France were rare. Valuable. Such footage could send Far’s exam marks through the roof, maybe even land him a score high enough to enter the Corps as a ranked official. He’d be that much closer to becoming a captain of operations on a CTM, calling the shots….

The safe thing to do would be to play the wallflower for fifty-nine minutes. Stick to the mirrors’ edge, drink in every detail of the party from the outside. Note the food being served, the brand of champagne being poured (Veuve Clicquot), every stitch of the courtiers’ frocks.

But being so conservative held its own danger. Too much Central money was poured into the Corps to commission travelers who skulked on the sidelines. If Far didn’t score high enough, he risked being licensed but never selected for an actual CTM mission. Just the thought of being grounded to a single time, when his mother and Burg no longer existed, made Far’s insides go dark.

That couldn’t be his future. It wouldn’t.

His choices were the following:

 

1.  Fade into the background. Be lost.

2.  Step out into the thick of the crowd. Be seen.

3.  Walk the line between.

 

Far had pulled off anonymous observations of Tier Three marks before. Keeping beneath a gossipy royal’s radar would be nothing compared with stowing away on the HMS Endeavour for two days. He was as good as this. Better than. Number three was all his.

Scores of people wasn’t quite a large enough number to get lost in. Far kept to the crowd’s outer layer, drifting quickly enough to avoid getting caught in conversation. He circled the party once, twice, soaking Versailles’s nightlife into his datastream. Always Far’s gaze went back to the queen: her dreamlike dress, her smile—so buoyant beneath all that makeup.

He itched to get closer. His path coiled inward like a nautilus shell, making smaller and smaller circles. With every new step, Far felt the points racking up in his favor: Captain here I come!

“Proximity to Tier Three mark has breached recommended distance,” the computer cautioned at ten meters out. “Risk of detection imminent.”

Far could hear the queen detailing her latest Parisian adventures to a rapt audience. “One must go to a masquerade at least once in one’s life. It gives one such a sense of power, to be faceless. To be free of who you are, if only for a moment.”

Marie Antoinette’s admirers nodded. The women’s hair feathers bobbed and the tips of the men’s wigs fluttered: yes, yes in fervent agreement. Far pushed closer, taking care not to jostle any hemlines. So far no one in the crowd had tossed him a second glance, and he aimed to keep it that way.

The warning in his ear blared louder: “Risk of detection imminent.”

He wasn’t in any danger. Marie Antoinette’s back was to him, and the listeners around her had formed a wall—three bodies thick—to be first in the queen’s line of sight. The taller courtiers’ shoulders provided more than enough cover.

“To walk unknown in the midst of a hundred strangers is simply exhilarating.” Marie Antoinette began spinning. “Don’t you think?”

There was another chorus of yeses, but the queen waved these off as she turned. Far stayed on the crowd’s outer edge, his datastream capturing every detail as Marie Antoinette came into view. The lace edges of her Rose Bertin gown. The beauty mark that dotted her right cheek. The diamonds lassoed around her swan-pale neck.

Oh, this was good footage! Possibly some of his best to date. If it were real, Far was positive it would’ve become a published datastream: An Evening with Marie Antoinette. Much more entertaining than medieval, rat-gnawed corpses. Cheerier, too—if you disregarded how it all ended.

This would get him assigned to a CTM right away. Far was already dreaming of the sergeant bar that would be pinned to his jacket when the queen spoke again.

“Don’t you think?”

Two men in front of Far nodded, but Marie Antoinette paid them no mind. She stepped between the pair. The queen’s pale skin, the dark flash of her eyes, her regal stride all reminded Far of a white reindeer he’d once seen in a snow-laden nineteenth-century Swedish Sim. This was all he could manage to think as the queen of France stood in front of him. Anything else was too terrible.

The computer wailed useless warnings. “DETECTED BY TIER THREE MARK! ABORT MISSION IMMEDIATELY!”

“I know an outlier when I see one.” Marie Antoinette leaned in. Her cheek brushed Far’s, accented with scents of rosebushes and bergamots. “You don’t belong here.”

This couldn’t be happening. This shouldn’t be happening. None of the normal triggers were there—Far had stayed out of the line of sight, lips sealed, wardrobe well worn. His proximity was closer than the computer preferred, but that had never mattered before. An average Marie Antoinette in an average Sim would still be addressing her courtiers, not holding Far’s stare like this, dark eyes into dark. They were, he noted distantly, similar to his own in color. A brown so deep it tangoed with black.

“ABORT MISSION IMMEDIATELY!” the computer screamed.

The exam was over. EVERYTHING was over. Marie Antoinette stepped back with a wink. The motion was smooth and deliberate, just mocking enough to let Far know this wasn’t some curveball failure.

This Sim was corrupted.

He’d been set up.

Versailles vanished, reduced to a warehouse of hologram plates that glimmered mother-of-pearl in their resting state. Far stood alone in the sudden silence, breathing heavily. Patches of cold sweat spread under all those hashing layers of clothes. His body shook—not out of fear, but with anger.

“Bring it back! That wasn’t my fault! It wasn’t—”

“Farway Gaius McCarthy.” The computer in his comm gave way to Instructor Marin’s voice. Oh Hades, Marin would be loving this. “Please proceed to the exit for your debriefing.”




SUBJECT SEVEN HAS BEEN SUCCESSFULLY
REDIRECTED.





3.

LOOPS WITH THE BIRD



THERE WAS A TWO-WAY MIRROR IN the debriefing room, capturing Far’s reflection with unforgiving detail when he entered. His wig was still on, flowered waistcoat in place, and the ruffles were threatening to grow. He felt shell-ish as he stared, as if his self were elsewhere, tethered to this courtesan gentleman like some child’s balloon.

The chamber, with its table and two chairs, was a long leap from Versailles’s gilded halls. It gave the appearance of solitude, but Far knew he wasn’t alone. An entire jury of instructors sat on the other side of the glass, stripping his datastream to centimeters and syllables. Surely they’d deduce that the mistake wasn’t his. It couldn’t be his. He’d logged thousands upon thousands of successful Sim hours. Hades, there was a plaque sporting his name in the Academy’s main hall: farway mccarthy, best cumulative sim score of 2370. Being engraved in solid 24-karat gold had to count for something.

Seconds stretched into minutes, and the initial anger at the Sim reduced to a simmer, tunneling beneath Far’s skin like fire ants. The debriefing instructor was usually here by now, congratulating him on this or that evasive maneuver. Delay meant conversation, conversation meant doubt. Who wouldn’t be reexamining the Sim’s technological integrity after a wink like that?

He wanted to say his piece, sans shouting, so he walked over to the mirror and spoke past himself. “Look, we all know this was a programming problem. I can come back and retake the exam once it’s fixed.”

“Have a seat, Cadet McCarthy.” Instructor Marin’s voice slid through the comm—sterling, austere.

Neither of the room’s chairs had been designed with ergonomics in mind: steel surface as flat as Homer’s view of the earth. Sitting would not only be a sentence to a numb backside, but also any other terms Edwin Marin set forth. The Academy instructor was armored with spite when it came to Far, chips sheathing both shoulders. The grudge weighting them was over twenty years old, born the moment Empra McCarthy had tossed an engagement ring at the man’s face. Rumor had it that the princess-cut diamond had left a scar on Marin’s upper lip, but this could neither be confirmed nor denied because of the handlebar mustache that had taken up permanent residence there.

Water was not under the bridge that had been burned, and Far was too proud to let Marin jerk him around. As long as the instructor didn’t order him verbatim, he’d stay on his own two feet, a fog’s breath away from the mirror. His exhales clouded the glass, peeling back and replacing themselves, thick enough to trace shapes in. Far drew an infinity symbol with his forefinger—loop, loop, never-ending loop—until Instructor Marin spoke again.

“Sit down, Cadet McCarthy. That’s an order.”

Far huffed out the remaining hot air in his lungs and traced one last round with his middle finger. Marin wouldn’t miss the switch, but there was no standing rule against doodling with “the bird.”

Loopholes were a wonderful thing.

He took a seat and began downloading Punched Up Panda’s victory anthem. “Top of the Rise” had a beat that demanded movement, thumb drums to steel tabletop. Who’d have the gall to sabotage his final exam Sim? Far was no tech-head, but he knew hacking into a time-travel Simulation required smarts, not to mention a willingness to break digital trespassing laws. That ruled out Instructor Marin, who’d follow Corps’ protocol off a cliff if said command was written in the Corps of Central Time Travelers’ Code of Conduct. Far’s best friend, Gram Wright, had the brainpower for such a hack, IQ on the right side of 160, but never in a million years would he use his keyboard wizardry against Far.

Who, then?

And why?

By the time Marin entered the room, Far’s nerves were amped up to eleven. The instructor smiled in an off sort of way as he took a seat in the opposite chair, lips cozying to the ends of his waxed mustache. “Cadet McCarthy, the licensing board and I have just finished reviewing your datastream—”

“The Sim was compromised, sir.” Words were sparks on Far’s tongue, too hot to contain. “Marie Antoinette was expecting me. Someone must have hacked the systems—”

“Do not interrupt me while I’m speaking, Cadet. I’d take marks for it, but we both know there’d be no point in my doing so.”

No…no point? Far’s confidence sputtered, his insides left singed. If he opened his mouth now, ashes might spill out, so he kept his molars locked.

Marin continued, “Nineteen years I’ve taught here, trying to mold wide-eyed datastream addicts into effective time travelers. This isn’t the first time I’ve heard the programming excuse. Hades—it’s not even the tenth time I’ve heard it.”

“It’s not an excuse, sir. It’s true.” Far’s gaze darted back to the mirror. He hoped the licensing board had remained to hear him out. “I’m wearing a poodle wig and purse-pinching pants. I was standing two men deep and the queen’s back was turned. There’s no way Marie Antoinette could have seen me.”

“You were two meters away from a Tier Three mark. That’s inexcusable in any scenario!” There was a reason Instructor Marin hadn’t been assigned to a CTM in multiple sun orbits. The man was all structure, no stretch. Perfect fit for a desk.

“Only because I got caught.”

“Exactly, Cadet. You got caught. If what I just witnessed on that datastream occurred during an actual mission, you would have disturbed the past with unforeseeable consequences!”

“It wouldn’t have happened on an actual mission. Someone— I don’t know who—hacked the Sim and programmed it against me. They wanted me to fail.” Once more Far stared past Marin’s shoulder, into the infinity-smudged glass. Why couldn’t they see what was in front of them? “Go over the datastream again. You’ll see how she winked at me.”

“Marie Antoinette was a notorious flirt,” Instructor Marin pointed out. “For her to wink is hardly an indication of program corruption.”

“I know a flirty wink when I see one. This wink was a message—”

“Cadet, please. You’re embarrassing yourself. Diagnostics showed all systems are untampered with. You failed.” Marin’s last word curled along the edge of his mustache, pushing out at a merciless volume. It crawled through Far’s eardrums, working its way past the final notes of “Top of the Rise,” spiraling down a throat full of cinders into a stomach that was trying to digest an impossible possibility and was collapsing as a result.

He’d failed.

Ashes ashes we all fall dead end black hole no no no no…

NO.

“Someone screwed up the hashing diagnostics!” Far’s yell sounded tinny to his own ears. It was a very Alice in Wonderland feeling—shrinking inside oneself, until you had to stand on tiptoes to stare out of your own eyes. “This isn’t my fault! I’ve been framed!”

“Lower your voice,” Instructor Marin said.

“Or what? You’ll take marks?”

Far knew he’d gone too far when the instructor’s smile flatlined. The man cleared his throat. “I don’t care who your mother was. I don’t care that you were born on a CTM. I don’t care that you’re first in your class. You hashed up, McCarthy. You hashed up royally.

“You want to know why? Hubris. You think no one can touch you. I’ve watched you bend the rules again and again without consequence, because you think you’re the exception. But I’m going to let you in on a little secret, McCarthy….You’re not special. You aren’t important. You are arrogant and disrespectful, and I have no doubt you’d obliterate history if given the chance. Crux help this world if you ever set foot on a CTM. I’ll be hashed to the moon and back before I let that happen. Cadet McCarthy, I’m sorry, but you are not a good fit for the Corps. You’re hereby expelled from the Academy and banned from ever applying for a license.”

“You can’t expel me,” Far croaked. “I’m the valedictorian.”

“Not anymore,” Marin told him. “Final exams are final, Mr. McCarthy.”

Mr. McCarthy, not Cadet. Far hadn’t missed this change in Instructor Marin’s address, the double-syllable shift that stranded him in life as he knew it. There would be no sergeant bar. There wouldn’t even be a CTM.

“I’d advise you to hand over your practice Sim pass and campus credentials before security has to get involved,” the instructor said.

Security? No, if Far had to leave, it’d be on his own terms. He stood slowly for the sake of his pillaged soul, peeled the lanyard of badges from his neck, and tossed it across the table. An impertinent motion, perhaps, but what did manners matter when he was a hashing civilian? This time Far wasn’t subtle about releasing “the bird,” on his left hand or his right. One flew toward the mirror, the other toward Marin. Though he was dragged down by the weight of his own sweat, both gave him wings enough to fly toward the door. It felt like waking from a nightmare, this dread trembling through all corners, but Far knew he wasn’t so fortunate. The real nightmare lay through this exit, stretching out into inescapable linear years.

The real nightmare had only just begun.





4.

OLD PAPER, REAL INK



AFTER A LESS-THAN-STELLAR SIM, FAR USUALLY found solace on the pull-up bar in his room. He faced his feelings in ten-rep sets: pumping anger out, muscle mass in. Making himself better, getting ready for next time. This evening when Far stepped inside the Zone 3 flat he shared with his aunt, uncle, and cousin, the exercise equipment seemed to mock him. What was the point of burning muscle pain now? There was nothing more to work toward.

Marie Antoinette and Instructor Marin had seen to that.

Dreams, badges, his will to fight…all that was gone. Far didn’t even have the energy to make it past the entertainment room, and so he sprawled across the rug, performing a scrupulous examination of the ceiling. There wasn’t much to study: just white interrupted by a light fixture and a single crack that whispered along the room’s length. He’d spent the past forty minutes watching a jumping spider begin an epic trek from one end of the room to the other, ignoring the messages Gram kept pinging to his interface: WHAT HAPPENED? WHERE ARE YOU? I THOUGHT WE WERE SUPPOSED TO MEET FOR LIBATIONS ???

Priya’s question was even worse: HOW’S THE VICTORY DANCE GOING?

There was music, but it wasn’t the happy kind. Punched Up Panda’s anthem had gone straight in the trash, replaced by the cyber-metal radio station thrashing through Far’s comm. He’d turned it up to max volume in a vain attempt to drown out Marin’s speech about hubris and history hashing. The rant cycled through Far’s thoughts on repeat, angrier than the synthesized song screams. Louder, too. Diagnostics showed all systems are untampered with. You hashed up royally. YOU FAILED.

He didn’t hear Imogen press her palmdrive to the front door’s lockpad. What he did hear was her yell, “Sorry I’m late! I picked up some gelato on the way home. I thought we could celebr—Far?”

There was a thud—she’d dropped something, the gelato probably—followed by panicked steps.

Far was still staring at the ceiling when his cousin’s hair spilled into his face: bright pastel color, stabbing ends. The closest he’d ever come to describing Imogen McCarthy’s personality was by comparing it to a kaleidoscope. Always changing, always surprising. COLORFUL. She flowed from one thing into the next in a way that was never expected but made perfect sense.

Imogen’s hair was the most obvious canvas for this. In the 366 days since her Academy graduation, Far had seen his cousin’s hair 366 variations of colors. She chalked them in every morning, washed them out every night. This seemed like an inordinate amount of work to Far, but Imogen would have it no other way. Dye was too permanent. Natural blond was too boring.

Today it was violet and very much in his face. Far couldn’t find the strength to wave, so he huffed the offending strands away.

“Crux! I thought you were dead or something!” Imogen leaned back on her heels. The ceiling returned. The spider was still marching, eight legs milling across the plaster wasteland. Where was it going? All Far could see in the arachnid’s immediate future was blank space….

His cousin frowned. Her stare lingered on the wool stockings and waistcoat Far had still been wearing when he stormed out of the Academy—hash you very much! “What happened?”

“I failed.”

Imogen didn’t move. She sat on the floor beside him, silent for the length of another cyber-metal song. It hammered through Far’s ear. The ceiling melted orange with the light of the Flaming Hour, and the jumping spider reached the other side of the room, disappearing behind a HAPPY 17TH UNBIRTHDAY, FARWAY! banner. The sign had outlived its usefulness by half a month.

“I failed,” Far said again, thinking that maybe the words would make him feel better, or at least give the day some sense. All they did was punch the spiderless ceiling.

Imogen left and returned with a carton and two spoons, settling cross-legged next to him. “I got honeycomb flavor. Your favorite.”

If anything, the gelato made Far feel worse. The silky treat—real cream, genuine sugar—was a luxury. Something only senators and high-ranking Corps members and people with connections could afford. When he and Imogen were younger, his mother spoiled them with cartons of the stuff. As if pints of pistachio or key lime or raspberry sweetness could make up for the fact that she was still going on expeditions, aging months in the span of minutes. Chocolate was the flavor she’d bought before she boarded the Ab Aeterno ten years ago and never came back. The ship was declared untraceable by the Corps, lost in a way that could never be found again.

At least, that was what the Corps officials told him. There’d been chocolate then, too—a mug of cocoa going cold on the coffee table. Far ignored it, staring hard at the officer’s infinity hourglass badge, eyes traveling its loop around and around. Your mother is lost….Sergeant Hammond, too. I’m sorry, son. We’ve done everything we can. What happened to them will remain a mystery.

Even at seven years old, Far refused to believe this. He knew, he just knew, that when he wore a badge like that, he’d go back in time and find the Ab Aeterno.

“Eat.” Imogen held out a spoon, waiting for him to take it. “Sugar and fat heal all wounds.”

“You can’t afford that,” Far said to the ceiling.

She shrugged and dropped the utensil. It landed with a thud on his chest. “I’ve been saving up some credits, working OT in the shop.”

Imogen had attended the Academy on the Historian track, which was popular and thus overpopulated, producing more licensed Historians than expeditions could take on. Imogen applied for every single CTM mission she could, only to watch the position fall to another, more experienced Historian. Once she’d been put on standby (she’d bought gelato in celebration of that occasion as well—lemon lavender), but nothing came of it.

In the meantime Imogen worked as a style consultant in a boutique, dressing the rich and fabulous according to their favorite datastream era. The work at Before & Beyond was menial and underpaying, but Imogen always came home with stories. She liked to reenact incidents featuring her more dramatic customers. There was Eleanor Chun, a senator’s wife who was so addicted to Roaring Twenties datastreams that it was rumored she’d tried to bribe her way onto a 1920s New York City CTM expedition. There was Lucille Marché, who only ever wore white stolas with embroidered edges and was on a strict diet of soy-flavored meal blocks. There was Patrick Lucas, who always custom-ordered top hats and other elaborate millinery but never paid the credits when they arrived.

Far had never met these people, but he felt like he knew them. Imogen’s impersonations were almost better than datastreams, which was good, because Far didn’t plan on watching a datastream ever again.

“What happened today?” He needed a story now. Anything to derail his mind from the dark track it was going down.

“I got chewed out for bringing Mrs. Chun a flapper dress a size too large.” The silver bangles Imogen wore chimed as she stabbed her spoon into the gelato. “Another costuming order came in. The CTM Churchill is preparing to explore fourteen hundreds Florence. So I’m going to be drowning in Renaissance gowns for the next week. Checking the Recorder’s entire wardrobe for accu—”

She stopped midsyllable, a sudden jerk in conversation that startled Far. Why had she—Oh. Right. CTMs. Time travel. Wardrobes.

So much for derailing.
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