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			This is for Dr. James E. Kerr

			And the Creation Factory Writer’s Workshop

			Still lifting, my friend, still lifting.

		

	
		
			Time present and time past

			Are both perhaps present in time future,

			And time future contained in time past.

			If all time is eternally present

			All time is unredeemable.

			What might have been is an abstraction

			Remaining a perpetual possibility

			Only in a world of speculation.

			What might have been and what has been

			Point to one end, which is always present.

			Footfalls echo in the memory

			Down the passage which we did not take

			Towards the door we never opened . . .

			―T. S. Eliot, “Burnt Norton”

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Home
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			Earth, February 21, 2355

			Kristen bent her knees and leaned back on the skyglider, clutching the sail’s horizontal boom rail with all her might. It grabbed more wind, lifting the rig higher into the sky. Red lightning arced all around as she bounced along the front edge of the raging storm. With her boots locked tight, she felt little fear of falling off, though losing control and crashing became a whole different matter. 

			A thousand feet below, her target sped along a craggy dirt road. The bulky, six-wheeled terrain tracker fought to stay in front of the onrushing tempest. It headed for the Dallas Life Pod, which appeared in the distance sooner than she expected. The city’s half-mile-wide dome glowed white in the desert sea like a lighthouse of old. Its immense concrete wall protected the inhabitants from their unforgiving surroundings. 

			That used to be home, Kristen thought. Her parents barely scraped by in Dallas. Then she discovered that damn bag of seeds. “Worth more than gold,” her dad claimed. They planned on bartering it to escape and start over in the Kansas Life Pod, but disaster struck during the treacherous journey. Bandits killed her parents. She ended up a slave in Kansas. Her new life became a living hell. 

			Now, only death awaited her there. She’d not be welcomed here in her hometown, either. “If only Missouri had stayed open,” she grumbled to herself. “I could go there.” 

			Her helmet’s computer opened a channel. “Oklahoma is closer.” 

			“No, it’s dead too.” The entire planet is. She tried to imagine the vast, barren land thriving and green again. Then her parents would still be alive. But they’re not.

			A burst of wind knocked her sideways, forcing her to muscle the board back around. She caught herself, then looked down. The terrain tracker seemed to hit a faster gear, trying to outrace the storm. 

			“Computer! Will they make it?”

			“Too close to call,” it replied.

			A screeching alarm in Kristen’s helmet warned her that the oxygen tank bordered on empty. The envirosuit might protect her from the elements, but it wouldn’t do any good if she couldn’t breathe. She pushed with her foot, and the front of the board dipped. The rig streaked downward, hurtling toward the ground as if riding a giant rogue wave. She angled to intercept the vehicle before it entered the city. Furious wind buffeted her. Her hand furthest from the mast slipped off the boom rail, but she grabbed it before the sail could tear away. 

			At the bottom of the raging trough, she pulled up and ripped across the surface mere feet above the ground. The skyglider’s magnetic inductors kicked in, keeping it aloft as the rear of the terrain tracker grew rapidly in her visor screen. Kristen yanked in the sail in a futile effort to reduce her speed. 

			“Warning,” the computer blared. “Slow down!”

			“Disengage the foot locks,” she ordered.

			“You will crash.”

			“I know, damn it! Do it now!”

			The boot snaps released with a pop. She scrambled to the front of the board and leaped for the back of the tracker. Her body slammed into it. She slid down, clawing for the grips until her feet dragged on the ground. Her helmet clattered and banged against the door. The sailboard hit the dirt road and exploded. Pieces rocketed out; a chunk of the boom rail shot straight for her. Kristen let go with one hand and flung herself to the corner edge, barely dodging it. She swung back and grabbed it again, her heart pounding.

			The vehicle continued its breakneck pace, lurching across the rocky wasteland and desolate hills. Desperate, she pulled upward and heaved herself on top of the metal behemoth, wedging between the cargo racks and antennas. 

			Titan’s ass, she thought, shaking inside. I hope no one heard that.

			The city’s massive outer door loomed ahead. It opened slowly, creating an escape route into the sanctuary. Stormy blasts of sand engulfed her as the terrain tracker barreled through the entrance and slid to a halt. The gritty cloud followed until the titanium gate closed behind them with a heavy thud. When the swirling dust settled and toxic gases vented away, the inner airlock opened. The tracker rumbled into the compound and stopped. 

			Kristen’s visor retracted up into a thin line, and she quietly took a few deep breaths. Relief and amazement washed over her. Made it! Now if I can—

			A stern voice came from below. “We know you’re up there. Come down now, and we might let you live.”
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			“Where is he?” the man snarled, backhanding her viciously. 

			Frothy red spit flew from Kristen’s mouth. She slumped in the chair, refusing to relent. Her interrogator grabbed her chin and jerked it upward. Her long, dark hair, matted with blood, clung to her in thick strands. She squinted at him with her one good eye. Sweat rolled off his bald head and onto his nasty, sweaty T-shirt. 

			“I said, where is he, bitch?” He leaned closer, leering.

			She replied in a near whisper. “Who?” 

			The man’s face twitched. “You look just like him,” he hissed, spraying her with spittle. He yanked her jaw even higher. “Where are my seeds, Winters?” 

			It took a second for his meaning to register. A painful smirk quivered on her lip. “Long gone.”

			“You think it’s funny?” His fat fingers slid down to her neck and crushed her windpipe in a vice-like grip. “You’ll be mine for the rest of your miserable life.” 

			Kristen could do little to stop him with the shackles chaining her. Her mouth formed a silent scream as she tried to suck in air. A tunnel of darkness descended over her. This is it. Right then, the door to the room opened.

			“Sweet Jesus!” Her tormenter shoved her aside and whirled around. “What do you want?”

			Kristen gasped and coughed as an official-looking man entered the room. He stood ramrod-straight, at least a head taller than the other guy. His threadbare, desert military uniform hung crisp and spotless on his lean body, and his salt-and-pepper hair looked impeccable. He assessed the scene in one sweep, and his mouth pinched into a scowling, hard line. 

			Now what? she thought warily.

			He came nearer and looked her up and down, meeting her defiant, one-eyed gaze. 

			“Telerson,” he eventually said, “this isn’t necessary.”

			“That ain’t your call, Hernandez.”

			A beat passed with the impudent retort hanging in the room. The new man’s voice dropped lower, sizzling with sarcasm. “Why don’t you throw her out the airlock and be done with it, then?” 

			“Maybe I will.”

			Hernandez’s face crinkled with disgust. “Have we fallen that far?” 

			“What makes you think I want to add another food-sucking hole to this Life Pod? There’s barely enough to go around as it is.”

			“It’s time for a different tactic. I’m taking over.” Hernandez glared down at him.

			Telerson thumped the other man’s chest with two fingers. “I’m in charge of security.”

			He knocked his hand away. “I run the Pod.”

			“Bah. Have your little fun, but when I get back, she’s mine.” Telerson turned and stormed out.

			Hernandez exhaled, long and deliberate. He pulled up a chair in front of Kristen, reversing it so he could lean on the backrest. “You’re tough,” he remarked, studying her. “No doubt about that. You lasted longer than the storm.”

			She stayed silent, her senses on high alert.

			“Hmm,” Hernandez murmured. “What does Telerson have against you, anyway?” He withdrew a flask from his inner coat pocket and took a swig, then jiggled it in front of her. 

			She jerked back. What’s he doing? With her eye swollen almost shut, Kristen turned her head to get a better look. She hesitated, but the offer proved too tempting; she nodded. 

			He dribbled tepid liquid into her bloodied mouth. “Swirl it around.”

			The water caught in her parched throat, choking her a little. “Thanks,” she sputtered. She motioned for another swig. “You think I’m going to buy this make-nice garbage?”

			“That depends on how much you want to live,” he said, holding the canteen to her mouth. “I can help you, or we can bring back Telerson.” 

			Anger burned through her brain fog. She guzzled the metallic-tasting liquid and said, “He’s an ass.”

			“No doubt.” Hernandez guffawed. “I don’t like him either. Unfortunately for you, I won’t be able to hold him off for long. I need something to work with.” 

			Kristen picked at the chains, considering his words. 

			“Let’s start with the basics. I’m Governor Hernandez. What’s your name?”

			She sighed. “Kristen.”

			“Okay, Kristen. Why are you here?”

			After another pause, she replied, “Why else? I’m hungry.”

			A dubious crease etched his brow. “Hmm. Where are you from?”

			“Please.” Kristen wanted to slow down his questions until she could pull herself together. “Another drink?” 

			Hernandez held the flask out, pouring water into her mouth. She swallowed greedily, and he tipped it again before pulling it back. 

			She swished the last gulp, savoring every drop before downing it. “Thanks.” 

			“No problem.” Hernandez capped the vessel and stuffed it in his pocket. “Now, why don’t you answer my question?”

			She tried to sit taller. “Dallas.”

			“No. This is Dallas, and you’re not from here.”

			Kristen shrugged and gingerly stretched her neck from side to side. The forced, cramped position made her back feel like it might snap. 

			“I grew up here.” 

			“Impossible. Free trade among the Life Pods stopped over a hundred years ago.”

			Nothing’s free. “You might remember my dad, Lucas Winters.” 

			“Winters,” Hernandez repeated. His mouth pursed as he mulled over the name. “The guy who took his family out in a terrain tracker? We found that years ago, abandoned in a gorge.”

			“Dad talked with people from Kansas on the radio, promised them a new batch of seeds. We carried them with us—”

			“Thinking he could buy his way into a better life, correct?” 

			“It’s my fault. I found those seeds and brought—”

			“Your fault? You were only a kid.” Hernandez frowned. “This explains a lot. Those were Telerson’s seeds. He lost a fortune on the black market when they disappeared. He’s figured it out and wants payback.” 

			“He wants my father, but he’s wasting his time. My dad’s dead.” 

			Hernandez made a clicking sound with his mouth. “Guess you’ll do in a pinch. I’m curious. Why’d you come back? Doesn’t seem too bright, under the circumstances.” 

			Kristen shuddered as painful memories came flooding back. Can I tell him what happened to me? Why would he be different? But she had to say something. “Things aren’t any better in Kansas than they are here. In fact, they’re worse.”

			“I’ve heard rumors.” He grimaced. “Hard to believe you got out. How’d you get here?”

			“Carbon-coated sail and a skyglider.”

			“What?” Hernandez rocked back in his chair. “I’m going to call bullshit on that.”

			Her chains rattled softly as she shifted position. “You’ll find what’s left of it a mile or so outside.” 

			“Even if that were true, that’s suicidal.”

			Kristen shrugged. “I caught a storm current and sailed to within reach of Dallas. I saw the terrain tracker and took my chance.”

			“You were alone?” 

			She nodded.

			“Quite the story you have.” 

			“It’s what happened.” Kristen pinned him with a pleading look. “I couldn’t stay there, or—”

			“You can’t stay here,” he countered. “You won’t last a day with Telerson, and you’re already halfway gone.” 

			“I have nowhere else to go.” Despair tightened her throat. Can’t show it, she thought. “Now what?” Her voice broke. 

			Hernandez’s expression softened. “I have an idea.”

			“I’m strong; I work hard. I can take care of myself. Just give me a job.”

			He laughed. “Not in your current condition. You look like you’re ninety pounds, sopping wet.”

			“Please. I’ll do almost anything for food.” 

			“I have a feeling you might not like what I’m about to offer.” He pulled an apple from his coat pocket. 

			Kristen drew a sharp breath.

			“Hungry, you say?” He held it in front of her mouth.

			You have no idea. She eagerly craned her neck for a bite, banging it into her split lip. 

			“Slow down. It’s yours.”

			She winced and carefully bit off a sizeable chunk. “Mm.” Juice dribbled down her bruised chin. She grabbed another couple of bites, devouring them with a throaty gulp. “Please. Please help me.”

			“Careful what you ask for.” Hernandez tossed the last of the apple aside and stood. He cupped a hand to his ear, making a show of listening. 

			“What?” She tried to follow his gaze but couldn’t see well in that direction. 

			“Right on time.” He squatted and unlocked the chain securing her to the floor, then lifted her by an elbow to a standing position. “We have guests. Come on, let’s go.”

			The door flew open and banged against the wall like a gunshot. They both startled with a jerk.

			“Stop right there.” Telerson sauntered in. Kristen shrank away as much as she could. “I’m not done with her.” 

			“No.” Hernandez stepped between them. “They’re here. We can’t wait.”

			A low tremor, scarcely detectable at first, became more apparent. Telerson did a double-take. “Those bastards have the worst timing.” He jabbed his finger at them. “We’ll deal with this later, but you will give her back to me.” He stomped off, slamming the door behind him.

			Hernandez grabbed her arm, but Kristen pulled back with her chained hands. “Where are we going?”

			“The Spacers are here.”

			A shiver went up her spine. “You’re the official doom greeter or what?”

			“It’s time for you to catch a ride, that’s what.”

			She stopped cold. “You’re giving me to them?”

			He opened the door. “It’s a long shot, but at least you’ll have one. Or would you prefer to wait around and take your chances with our illustrious friend?”

			Kristen grudgingly relented. She shuffled her shackled feet as she followed Hernandez into the hall. “Anything beats that.”

			“Maybe. I’m not sure dying in space is any better than dying here. But I’ll let you be the judge.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The Escape
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			Earth, February 21, 2355

			Hope Bannister removed the gloves from her envirosuit and stuffed them into a zippered pocket. When she pulled off her helmet, her auburn hair fell to her shoulders. She crinkled her nose and took a deep breath of dusty air. An elevated heartbeat pounded in her ears. The short walk from the airlock to the heart of the Dallas Life Pod challenged her because of the heavy gravity. Their space station, Genesis, replicated Earth’s rotational pull, but it never felt like the real thing. 

			“Last stop,” she murmured to the three guards traveling with her. 

			The buildings surrounding the square rose only one or two stories because of the dome. Like on Mars Colony, the municipality expanded dozens of floors downward, rather than across a barren, poisonous landscape with extreme temperatures. The inhabitants relied on the underground water reservoir beneath the city. 

			“It never looks like it can hold fifty thousand people,” replied Walter West, one of her most trusted time warriors. His voice came through her earpiece.

			Bannister sighed. “I wonder about their resource levels.” 

			“Probably like Missouri and Kansas. Almost gone.”

			The Earthers held that information close, like guarding a fortune. The Life Pods were known to attack each other for food and water. It didn’t take a scientist to understand their world stood on the brink of extinction. 

			Hope replied, “I know I’d jump at the chance to leave this place.”

			“It’s a hellhole for sure,” Walter said. “The governor is running late. Not like him.”

			“No, it’s not.” She looked out across the plaza, scrutinizing the gathering crowd. Thin, ragged. Desperate. Nervous glances came her way. She knew these occasional visits riled everyone. We need recruits to save them, but we’re running out of time.

			“These people are toast,” Walter pointed out. “No way any of them could survive if they joined us.”

			Bannister turned her head slightly, eyeing him. He wore battle armor with a black polycarbonate exterior that molded to the contours of his muscular body. His mirrored facemask and gear contrasted starkly with her envirosuit. He toted a rail gun in his hands, keeping it aimed at the ground. Like that makes him look any less threatening.

			“We don’t have a choice,” she replied softly. She glanced at his weapon. “Did you have to bring that thing? You’re scaring them.”

			Walter hefted the rifle in an intimidating gesture to the Earthers. “You don’t bring a knife to a laser fight.”

			Bannister whipped around to face him, her anger flaring. “This is not—” She caught herself, then turned back to the growing group with a frustrated sigh. 

			Walter chuckled in her ear. “Sorry, Doc.”

			Right. He’s almost as annoying as Kants. “Dallas,” she announced with a strained smile, “we have news.”

			A voice rang out above the rest. “Have you figured out a way to restore the atmosphere?” 

			“I wish I could say, ‘yes,’” she answered, “but it’s nothing like that.”

			A short, arrogant-looking man elbowed his way to the front. “If you’ve come for water, you can go to hell,” he announced boldly. A murmur of agreement rose around him. 

			“Telerson,” she called out, “we don’t want your water.” Just your people.

			“Doc.” Walter nudged her. “Here comes the governor.”

			Hernandez wove his way to the front. The break in the crowd he created revealed a waif of a girl in tow. Bannister frowned, noticing her swollen face and the chains that restrained her. That kind of brutality never existed in Dallas before. Something didn’t line up; Hernandez usually ran this town with a reputation of being tough but fair.

			Confused, Bannister nodded a tentative greeting and continued. “It’s been a while since the Time Forward Project’s last visit. We continue to work hard for you, but currently . . .” She paused. Oh my God, I’m doing it again. “We seek volunteers—”

			“Again?” someone in the mob shouted.

			“Yes,” she said, “we need—” 

			“Why would anybody go with you?” Telerson argued. “No one ever returns.”

			“Go back where you came from!” someone else yelled. The jeers grew, spiked with catcalls. “Leave us alone!”

			Telerson crossed his arms, apparently buoyed by the response. He spat on the ground near Bannister’s feet. 

			“Contain yourself, sir.” She grew uneasy with the crowd’s fast burn toward hostility.

			“Hey, Doc,” Walter whispered in her earpiece. “Maybe we should come back another time.” 

			She ignored him and raised her voice for everyone to hear. “Our program could be your ticket to a new life.”

			“Then take all of us!” someone shouted.

			Wrong direction, she thought. “I wish I could, but we don’t have enough room.”

			“Yeah, we know,” Telerson snapped. “We’re not good enough for your precious spaceship.” 

			“Excuse me!” A woman’s voice rang out.

			A fleet movement from the back of the throng caught her attention. Someone made a beeline through the sea of people. Bannister sensed Walter lifting his rifle in anticipation. She reached out and put a gentle hand on his arm, urging him to lower it. 

			A tall young woman emerged from the melee. She was striking, from her doe-like eyes to her dazzling smile. She wore her hair in a closely cropped afro, and she held her chin aloft and regal. Every fluid motion she made revealed grace and power. She wore a typical worker’s jumpsuit, and the staff she held seemed to be an extension of her being. 

			“I will go with you,” the woman said. Her authoritative voice rose above the clamor. “I am Sylvia Mantua, and I am better than any man here.” 

			Soft laughter burbled across the crowd, like they’d all heard this joke before. 

			“I changed my mind,” Walter chirped. “She’ll do.”

			Bannister shifted uncomfortably. She didn’t expect to find an easy volunteer, especially someone of this caliber. On the one hand, she needed individuals who were smart, brave, and the best humanity offered. But these candidates were expendable. Often, even the strongest didn’t make it through the recombinant transformation, which was why they needed more recruits. How many have I consigned to death for the sake of us all? If only there were another way.

			She cleared her throat. “I’m Dr. Hope Bannister. Welcome. If I may ask, what does your family think of this idea?”

			“I live alone,” Sylvia replied. “I always make my own decisions.” Her expression turned somber. “I have one demand before I accept.”

			Walter chuckled. “Careful with this one, Doc.”

			Bannister raised an eyebrow. “What would that be?”

			“I am a soldier.” Sylvia waved a hand at the surrounding people. “If you want your toilets cleaned, pick one of them.”

			“Take her,” someone grumbled. A burble of discontent rose from those nearby. “We don’t do toilets either!”

			Bannister ignored the chatter. “You are volunteering for a dangerous mission.” She needed to make sure this young woman understood. “One that could save the world.”

			“I accept your challenge,” Sylvia assured. “But what could possibly save the world?” 

			“If she only knew,” Walter said.

			If she only knew, echoed in Bannister’s mind.

			“Take this one!” Hernandez’s voice boomed. He nudged his captive into motion. She hobbled forward with him right on her heels. 

			“He’s gotta be kidding,” Walter muttered. 

			Good Lord, Bannister thought. “She poses no threat here. Release her, now!” 

			“Hey!” Telerson protested. “You can’t do that!” He snatched for the woman but missed.

			Walter quickly aimed the business end of his rifle, stopping the man dead in his tracks. This time, Bannister allowed it. Hernandez pulled out a set of keys and unlocked the restraints, letting them fall to the ground. 

			The woman rubbed her wrists and haltingly stretched to her full height. “That’s better.” 

			“I imagine so,” Bannister replied. “And who are you?” 

			“Kristen,” she answered. “Kristen Winters.” She plucked a sticky strand of matted hair from her face. “I’ll . . . I’ll go with you.”

			Not too convincing, she thought. Bannister turned to confront the governor. “I’m not sure what you’re—” 

			He cut her off. “She’s stronger than she looks.”

			She studied the two. “I wish I could take her.”

			Kristen’s swollen lip trembled. 

			“You value people with intelligence and determination.” Hernandez glanced over at Kristen. “She doesn’t look like much, but she has both in spades. She rode a skyglider on a storm front down from the Kansas Life Pod.”

			Walter’s metallic voice came through his helmet speaker. “That’s a load of carbon crap.”

			“It’s not,” Hernandez insisted. “My men located the crash site just outside the dome.”

			Kristen’s face contorted. “I thought you didn’t believe me?”

			He shrugged. “I needed to know if you came here alone.”

			The people of Dallas jostled about, becoming restless. Hernandez held up a hand, and they quieted some, albeit reluctantly. 

			Bannister focused on Kristen. “Impressive,” she said, “but why would you attempt such a perilous feat?”

			“I needed a change of scenery.”

			Bannister’s posture stiffened. 

			“You’re about to blow your shot,” Hernandez warned.

			Kristen squinted up at her. “I killed the man who beat and raped me for the last ten years.” She glowered at Telerson. “Now, I’m facing the same thing here with him.”

			The security chief stood there with a smug look still on his face. 

			Bannister seethed. “Is this true?”

			Hernandez said, “Yes, it is. She needs to go.”

			Walter’s voice came through on the inner channel, affirming what Hope already knew. “If you take her, she won’t make it through the genetic process.” 

			That seals it. She felt terrible leaving the girl with Telerson. “I’m so sorry.” She turned, signaling for Sylvia to follow. Conflicted, she walked to their terrain tracker. Her feet moved slowly, as if of their own volition.

			“Son of a—” Hernandez exclaimed. Then he said loudly, “She has no chance here.”

			“You’re mine now, bitch,” Telerson growled. 

			Bannister stopped, deeply rankled.

			“Oh, boy,” Walter warned. “Here we go.” 

			She shot a look over her shoulder and found Telerson leering at the woman. No matter what I do, this woman is condemned to death. She spun around and marched back to Kristen. “Your chances of surviving aren’t good. I mean, not good at all.”

			“That’s fine.” Kristen glared at Telerson. “I’ll take my chances with you.”

			“No!” he blurted. “She’s mine! I’m not letting her out of my sight.” He stepped closer.

			“Very well, then,” Bannister said lightly.

			“That’s more like it,” Telerson bellowed.

			She turned to the governor. “Okay, I’ll take Sylvia and Kristen.” She paused, pointing to the security chief. “And him too.”

			“Oh, this is rich,” Hernandez said with a grin. “As my friend over there would say, that will be one less food-sucking hole for us to worry about.” 

			Nervous laughter bobbed up from the surrounding citizens.

			“You can’t do this!” Telerson shrieked. Horror registered on his face. He turned, trying to push through the group to get away.

			Sylvia’s staff whipped out in a blur, striking his legs. He dropped like a rock, screaming. Telerson scrambled to get up, but she stomped on his shoulder and jammed her staff onto his neck, pinning him to the ground. “Let’s see you bully your way out of this.”

			“Okay!” Walter exclaimed in an admiring tone. “No messing with her!” 

			Bannister signaled, and the guards moved in. They lifted the wobbly man and dragged him a safe distance away as the crowd cheered. 

			“Here, put these on him.” Bannister reached down and lobbed the chains to Walter. 

			He caught them but tossed the shackles aside in the same motion. “I have something better. Put the cuff on him.” 

			One of his partners snapped a glowing blue band around Telerson’s neck.

			Bannister smiled. “Test it, please.” 

			The guard pressed a button on his armored sleeve. Telerson screamed and crumbled, cowering. 

			Kristen looked stunned. “You’re going to let him volunteer too?”

			Bannister turned back to her. “For my program? Oh, heaven’s no.”

			“The military has a special place for trash like him,” Walter snarled.

			A glint of vindication appeared in Kristen’s one clear eye. “Thank you,” she murmured.

			Bannister placed a hand on her recruit’s shoulder, guiding her in the direction of the terrain tracker. “When you see what I have in store for you all, you may want to take that back.”

			Kristen trudged along, trying to keep pace. “Pffft. I’d do almost anything for three squares a day.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			The Girl
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			Genesis, March 3, 2355

			The lullaby washed over her, soft and sweet, caressing her dreamlike thoughts. Catch a falling star and put it in your pocket. Save it for a dusty day on Mars. The melody soon wafted away, disappearing like vapors in the wind. Sadness crept into Kristen’s soul; she’d almost forgotten her mother’s voice. She longed to be wrapped in a blanket in her mother’s lap, snug and safe and loved, while she sang away the hunger and the fears. 

			Garbled voices floated in the distance like an elusive butterfly. She felt bone cold. Her head throbbed and her muscles burned. Hard as she tried, she could do nothing. Dread filled her; danger swirled nearby. Threatening. Just out of reach. Exhausted and overwhelmed, she drifted back into the shelter of her mother’s arms. 

			A clanking noise jarred her from the dark respite toward consciousness. Kristen heard water sloshing, and the powerful odor of disinfectant burned her nostrils. It masked the smell of something rancid; she wanted to cover her nose but couldn’t. Nothing would move, not even her toes. Her muscles strained, begging for release, but she lay motionless on the hard tabletop. 

			A woman’s voice murmured in the distance. “This recombinant transformation is a nightmare. I can’t believe anyone survives.” She sounded louder as she approached. “It’s a miracle these two made it through.” 

			“Oh, sure,” a man’s grating, nasal voice replied. “That’s exactly what we need here: more Earther vermin.”

			“Stop it,” the woman said. “Don’t be such a jerk.” 

			“God, this pisses me off. Double the work this time. You get her face cleaned off. Hurry up!” 

			Kristen flinched when his sudden rough scrubbing overwhelmed her with a wave of searing synaptic fire. His quick, hard swipes grew unbearable. 

			“Cut it out!” The woman sounded upset. “Take it easy on her. We have plenty of time.” 

			“Shut up,” the man snapped. “They can wear this slimy RNA, for all I care. It’s as nasty as they are.” He dragged a bristly brush across Kristen’s belly. 

			Memories of her brutal welcome to the Dallas Life Pod surfaced. She concentrated on regaining control of her body. Someone wiped a soft cloth across her forehead in a gentle motion, moving down the side of her cheek. 

			“Don’t pay him any mind,” the woman whispered close to her ear. 

			The cloth lifted away and returned, warm. The delicate touch washed off whatever held her eyes shut. A moment later, they popped open, and she saw a woman wearing a white smock and cap looking down at her.

			“Oh my. She’s awake.”

			“Impossible.” The man dismissed the comment with a sniff. 

			His white-capped head bobbed in front of Kristen’s face. She realized with a start that the horrible odor came from him. His stinking breath made her want to gag. She stared at him, her heart pounding in her chest.

			“Son of a bitch. She is awake.”

			“That’s never happened before,” the woman replied.

			Rage powered through Kristen, consuming and out of her control. Her fist shot upward, clubbing the man hard on the side of the head. He spun away from the knockout blow and landed in a limp heap. She grabbed the woman’s smock, jerking her closer. 

			“Help me,” she begged. The attendant tried to pull away, but she held her in a death grip. “Help. Me. Now.”

			The stunned woman reached over to comply. She scooped her arm behind her ward’s shoulder and wrangled her to a sitting position. “Oof, you’re solid. They really did a number on you.”

			Still clutching the lab coat, Kristen flexed her free hand, then rolled her ankles around. I have to get out of here. She pushed the woman aside and slid from the table. Kristen’s legs buckled, and she collapsed. Her hands were slick on the floor.

			“Oh, no!” The woman rushed to help. “Are you okay? You shouldn’t be conscious yet. We haven’t finished—”

			Kristen growled, shoving her away. 

			The attendant scuttled back. She reached over and nudged the man. “Hey,” she said, but she got no response. “Wake up!” She turned and slapped him a couple of times. “Come on! We’ve got a situation here!” 

			Kristen shivered on the cold, tiled floor. She drew her knees to her chest and wrapped her slime-covered arms around her nakedness. Energy surged through her body, erratic and edgy, even in her vulnerable state. 

			A low moan arose from nearby. The woman shot a worried look toward a nearby gurney, where a form stretched underneath a sheet. A hand flopped out in a spasmodic contraction. 

			“No!” Kristen yelled, lurching upward. She grabbed the stretcher’s edge and grunted, pulling herself to stand on shaky legs. She gasped, “S-S-S-Sylvia?” Her eyes welled, and shock settled in. She patted her friend’s arm, mired in distress.

			“She’s fine,” the woman said softly. “She’s sleeping. I promise, everything’s okay.”

			“Syl.” Kristen leaned closer. “We have to get out of here!” She swayed and looked about, searching for a blanket, for a towel, for the door, so they could escape. She leaned on the gurney, wondering what to do. Her reality condensed into a tight vacuum.

			“Kristen.” The sharp voice cut through the silence like a laser through glass.

			She jerked upright. Her brows knit together, and she focused on Sylvia’s deathly still face. “Syl? What the—”

			“Kristen, look at me.”

			The voice came from behind her. Fire welled up in her belly, uncontrollable, white-hot. She whirled, screaming her anguish, and tucked her head to charge the person standing between them and freedom.

			“Kristen!” The person bellowed her name, holding up both hands. “Stop! That’s an order!” 

			The voice of reason. Even in her primal state, Kristen recognized it. She skidded to a halt, inches from her boss. 
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			Weeks later, Kristen stood at the base of the climbing wall, staring up at the protruding grips. “Why do they have to be so far apart?” 

			Tech Specialist Perkins walked up and stood next to her. She glanced over and thought about giving him a friendly shoulder bump but stopped herself. 

			“You’re going to get there,” he said.

			“You think so?”

			“This is a piece of cake compared to everything else.”

			“Not so much for me.”

			“Just keep at it. Hell, you set records on some of the other courses.”

			She snorted. “Yeah, but I sucked at the virtual mind sims, and don’t get me started on the sensory overloads.”

			Perkins thumped the wall. “But you kept at it ’til you got them. Everyone stinks at those at first. You’re retraining your brain, so you can accept and filter the stimuli. You did fine.” 

			“Can’t you just tell them I rang that stupid bell?”

			He headed back to the monitoring console. “I could, but you know everything’s recorded.”

			Kristen sighed, studying the wall. The bell hung from the ceiling, beckoning from forty feet up. She put her foot on a lower jug. I rode a skyglider in a freaking storm, she thought. I can do it. She stretched for an outcropping and scaled halfway up the cantilevered side. She swiped for the next handhold, but it sat too far out of reach.

			“Geesh,” she hissed. I’ve tried so many ways. Even with her newfound strength, going beyond this level proved impossible. She dangled there, frustrated. All roads lead to this choke point.

			“Not going to make it,” Perkins said under his breath.

			His slight whisper interrupted her strategizing. “Come on, Tech Specialist. Don’t be dishing on me. I don’t want to have to space you.”

			“You weren’t supposed to hear that.”

			The door slid open, and Sylvia sashayed in. “Stop harassing him while you are stuck on the wall. It makes the rest of us look bad.”

			The tech frowned. “How did you . . .” he said. “You weren’t even in the gym.”

			“Perk of the trade.” She walked over to the wall. “Go ahead. Do not worry. I will catch you when you fall.”

			Perkins grinned. “I figured she could hang there all day.” 

			“I made it,” Sylvia goaded. 

			A little switch in Kristen’s mind turned on her anger. “That’s carbon crap. There’s no way you did this.”

			“I will show you how it is done.” Sylvia backed up several steps, then rushed the wall and vaulted upward. Her right foot landed solidly on a jug, then she shoved off and jumped to Kristen’s level. Her next leap placed her left foot on the lonesome grip that Kristen could never reach. Sylvia propelled her body vertically to yet another outcrop. Her fingertips briefly brushed the wall. She jagged to the side, going higher, and somersaulted upward, kicking the bell. She landed catlike on the mat below.

			“Son of a bitch.” The tech’s eyes were wide. “That’s new.” 

			Kristen scowled down from her perch. “You cheated, Sylvia.” 

			“How? No one ever said you could only use your hands.”

			Kristen sprang from the wall, soaring toward her. Sylvia moved as if to catch her, then hopped to the side, but Kristen still crashed on top of her. They rolled to the floor, arms a blur, punching each other. Sylvia managed to throw her off, and both women jumped to a fighting stance. 

			“Are you out of your mind?” Sylvia snapped. “What is wrong with you?” 

			“You better learn to think on those feet.” 

			Dr. Bannister walked into the room unexpectedly, followed by a short, wiry man. His arms were crossed, and he seemed annoyed.

			Bannister took in the scene. “What’s going on here?”

			“Nothing,” Kristen responded hastily.

			“I heard,” the man said. 

			The women loosened up, standing to face them. 

			“We were just giving Tech Specialist Perkins a demonstration,” Sylvia explained.

			“Why do I find that hard to believe?” Bannister sounded exasperated. “Regardless, I want to introduce one of our most decorated veterans, Scott Zang. He’ll be your new partner, Sylvia.”

			“But,” Kristen blurted out, “I thought we were going to be partners?”

			“Put two rookies together? I expect more from you.” 

			Bannister’s rebuke stung. Kristen stared rudely. This guy’s taking my place? “He doesn’t look like much.” 

			“People underestimate me,” Zang said with a haughty smile. “It’s saved me on more than one occasion.” 

			“Scott will direct the final phase of your training, Sylvia. You will learn critical refinement skills and technical focus from him.” 

			“Yes,” he said, focusing on his new protégé.

			Sylvia thrust out her hand. “It will be an honor, Mr. Zang.” 

			He responded with a crisp, businesslike nod, then stepped back to stand at-ease. 

			I hate suck ups, Kristen thought. “What about me?”

			“You’re not ready.”

			“But—”

			“Tech Specialist Perkins will continue to run you through the paces. He’s an expert here in the gym as well as in strategy with VR simulations.” With that, she turned to leave. 

			I’m beyond ready, Kristen thought, but she kept it to herself.

			“It is okay.” Sylvia tapped her arm. “You will make it. We are becoming supersoldiers.”

			Bannister stopped and looked back. “That’s as good a description as any, so yes.” 

			“Does that mean . . .” Kristen struggled to formulate the question. “Are we . . . are we still human?”

			“Yes,” Bannister replied. She paused, then added, “And no.”

			“Not sure how I feel about that,” Kristen said quietly.

			“Use it to your advantage.” Bannister called over her shoulder, “They’re all yours, gentlemen.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			The Arrival
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			May 14, 2355

			The clamping locks secured the transport shuttle to the Time Forward Space Platform with a deep metallic clunk, which resonated throughout the docking port. The airlock hissed open. Hope Bannister watched the lone passenger from Genesis Station bound aboard, her magnetic boots effortlessly clicking on the grated metal floor. Kristen’s thick braid of long, black hair floated behind her like a serpent ready to strike. The nanocarbon vest she wore revealed newly defined muscles. Their newest time agent radiated an enviable, rare confidence. She looks so strong.

			“There you are!” Bannister took a clumsy step toward the interior hatch. “Welcome!”

			Kristen flashed an uncharacteristic smile and leaned in to exchange a perfunctory hug. “The ride felt like an eternity.”

			Bannister cringed. I wish she wouldn’t do that. We can’t afford contamination. She straightened and squared her shoulders, allowing herself a glimmer of optimism. “Hard to believe it’s only been a few months. You’ve come a long way since we first met.”

			“Have I, now? Amazing what three squares a day will do for you.”

			“Indeed.” Bannister tamped back her bemusement. I remember that. “Thank you for sticking with the program.” Never in a million years did I think she’d make it.

			“You know, Walter bet against me.”

			Bannister chuckled. “Don’t take it personally. He bet against Sylvia too.”

			Kristen rolled her eyes. “I hope he lost good money on us.” She placed her hands on her hips and gazed around. She looked ready to take on the universe.

			Such potential, Bannister thought. Wonder what Kants will think of her.

			Within seconds, the rookie shrugged in obvious discomfort. “Dr. B? I feel kind of weird.”

			“That’s normal. You’re feeling The Worm’s gravitational redshift effect.” She watched Kristen quickly regain her composure. 

			“Does it go away?”

			“Soon you won’t even notice it.” Hope turned and signaled with her head. “Follow me, please.” She trudged down the airlock corridor to the main passageway and pointed to a plate-sized oval ring on the wall. “Grab that travel lift, and I’ll get the other one.” Their mag-boots released from the floor the instant they gripped the rings.

			“Whoa!” Kristen floated sideways. She twiddled her legs, righting herself.

			“Relax and let it guide you. Command center,” Hope ordered. The transport started pulling them along. “This is the best way to cover longer distances on the station.” The pace accelerated until they were whizzing along the corridors. 

			Kristen hooked an elbow through the ring and grinned from ear to ear. “This place is huge compared to Genesis Station. Is it a Dyson Sphere?”

			“The Time Forward Space Platform surrounds anomaly, not a star.”

			They rounded a corner. “So, you did all this?”

			“Yes. With a lot of help.” And two decades of my life on this floating flytrap, Hope thought.

			“It’s definitely impressive. Speaking of which, what about The Worm? When do I get to see this bad boy?”

			“Funny you should ask,” Hope said.

			Their pace dropped considerably, bringing them to a stop at another airlock door. Their mag-boots reengaged with a click. Anxious to see her new agent’s reaction, she placed her hand on a square sensor. The door slid open, and cold air escaped with a quiet whoosh.
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			A deep, low vibration from the command center resonated in Kristen’s bones. The intensity increased as they passed through the door. It jittered her inner ear and overloaded her enhanced senses. Waves of static discharge coursed over her bare arms, making her feel like she might crawl right out of her own skin. 

			“Good morning, Chava,” Bannister greeted the attending technician as they walked further into the sterile-looking room. 

			“Doctor B!” He glanced down at them, his gloved hands never breaking the rhythm of his work. His hover seat bobbed next to a floor-to-ceiling translucent tube dotted with 3D diagrams, vid clips, and notes. “Nice of you to stop by.”

			“I want to introduce our newest time agent, Kristen Winters.”

			“Ah, yes.” He leaned toward them, and the hover chair responded, moving slightly in their direction. Chava’s brows went up admiringly. He nodded at her. “She seems well-equipped.” 

			Kristen cocked her head, checking out his form-fitting white wrap, kinky blond hair, and robust nose and mouth. Maybe in another life.

			Dr. Bannister seemed oblivious to the exchange. “I want her to see the anomaly in all its glory.” 

			“By all means,” Chava said, moving back to the console. “It’s quite a sight to behold.”

			“It certainly is,” Bannister agreed. “We have a lot to cover now that she’s ready. Agent Winters, this is what your training has been all about.”

			The back wall dissolved into a transparent view of The Worm. Kristen’s mouth dropped open, gaping at the phenomenon on the other side of the reinforced glass. 

			“Give it a couple of minutes,” Bannister said. “It takes getting used to.” 

			The horizontal time vortex writhed between two enormous rings spaced about thirty meters apart. These harnessed the dancing, tapered ends to generators so vast that they disappeared into darkness. Blinding snaps of light pulsed erratically from within the gray depths of the gyrating core, churning wildly across the time-space tunnel to its outer layer.

			“Amazing!” Kristen squinted against the brightness. “I can see why it’s called The Worm.” 

			“Yes,” Bannister replied. “Kants thought so too. He named it.”

			Kristen leaned her forehead against the window, mesmerized. It knows I’m here, she thought, feeling connected to the trapped behemoth. “It’s so beautiful.” Her breath fogged the glass. “I can’t believe this works.”

			“No one could at first. They didn’t think we could catch lightning in a bottle.” 

			Kristen watched swirling orbs of energy glow to life, revealing quick snippets of history. The rhythmic shapes flowed along the undulating jetties, morphing into faces and places she didn’t recognize, then faded into the collective cache of incidents in time.

			“You did it, though.” 

			“Yes,” Bannister said, “we did. Frankly, it’s a brilliant feat of engineering. The central section of the platform orbits the anomaly, calibrating to its fluctuations.”

			Kristen pulled away from the clear wall, astounded. 

			Bannister stepped closer and pointed to a catwalk running above the anomaly. “The initial access point for travel is up there. We made it just in time. Watch this.”

			Kristen located the two time agents standing on a perpendicular gangplank that extended over The Worm. They seem so small and vulnerable. She watched the preparations for a few seconds. “Wouldn’t it be more logical to travel from one end to the other?”

			“The AI determined that the temporal time continuum flows in a horizontal direction. If we dropped you in lengthwise, you could spend the rest of your life traveling through it.”

			“So, by going in from the side, you’re making a tactical insertion.”

			“Exactly.” 

			A loud countdown began, echoing through the chamber. That’s gonna be me, Kristen thought, feeling a little queasy. From beneath the gangplank, a laser shot toward the anomaly. The red beam cut into the exterior. The Worm moved away from it as if in pain, creating a gaping hole. The agents suddenly dropped into the rent, vanishing into the midst of the oscillating time tornado. 

			“Holy smokes! What was that?”

			“We inject exotic matter into the anomaly to create a portal.”

			“Where’d they go?” 

			“Somewhere in Asia,” Bannister answered evenly.

			Somewhere? The corner of Kristen’s eye twitched. She doesn’t know where.

			“We estimate around June 2050.”

			Kristen stared straight ahead. “That doesn’t seem very scientific.” 

			“It’s the best we can do,” Bannister replied.

			“Well, how long until they come back?”

			“Minutes, hours, days. It just depends.”

			She twisted to face her boss. “It depends on what?” Every detail mattered. Her life—hell, even humanity—depended on it.

			“Wish I knew.”

			Kristen brought her hands up in disbelief. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 

			“Each mission is unique, so the rate of return differs every time. We’re unable to predict how fast the time warriors physically pass through the anomaly.” 

			“I see why you don’t tell us until it’s too late.” 

			“I admit, The Worm can be unpredictable.”

			“Looks to me like The Worm can’t do shit.”

			“The anomaly isn’t the problem. The AI discerns only short time periods and general geographical areas.” 

			Kristen took in a deep breath, then let it out slowly. “It feels like you don’t have this figured out.” 

			“We’ve learned to take what is handed to us and go with it. Our agents are well prepared to adapt to any circumstances.”

			“You expect me to risk my ass with what you just told me?”

			“Don’t worry,” Bannister said. “You’ll be fine.”

			“Oh, that’s comforting.” 

			“Look, I know what I’m talking about. You just have to trust me.”

			“Easier said than done,” Kristen huffed. 

			“Let’s move on.” 

			“Mm-hm, that builds trust.”

			Bannister turned to Chava. “Are you seeing anything?”

			“No, Dr. B. Nothing yet.” 

			Kristen glanced up at him, but his attention stayed on the controls. “What are you searching for?” 

			“Fluctuations, echoes. Anything out of normal parameters.” Chava’s smooth, crisp response sounded exceedingly efficient. “We’re also scanning historical documents from that period to see if the current operation impacted the timeline.” 

			Kristen arched an eyebrow. “It doesn’t sound to me like that would work.”

			“Your years of surviving on the surface have turned you into a multiverse physicist?” Bannister scoffed.

			“It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to know if you change history. The documents could have already been altered.”

			Chava interrupted her. “We download the current history into each agent’s time transponder.”

			“I get it,” Kristen said. “When they come back, you can match it to today’s history.” 

			“Precisely,” Bannister answered. 

			“But that doesn’t explain why he’s looking for changes now,” Kristen pointed out.

			The tech glanced down from his perch. “There’s another way we verify differences.” 

			“What’s that?” 

			“When you’re this close to the anomaly,” he asserted, “time stands still. When you leave this room, it will be the same time as when you arrived. Because of that, we remember the past the same as before the mission.”

			Kristen glanced back and forth at them. “Mars puke. Now you’re just making stuff up.”

			Bannister’s expression remained impassive.

			“Are you serious?”

			Chava gave her a sage look and turned back to his console.

			“You’ve been sworn in for a reason,” Bannister said. “No one except personnel who have direct contact with The Worm are privy to this classified information.”

			Kristen bobbed her head, surprised.

			“It’s not exact, but we scan historical events just the same.”

			“Got it. I guess.” 

			The tech’s motions became more frantic. “The sensors are picking up variations in pitch and volume, Dr. B.” His voice escalated as the noisy vibrations deepened. “Momentary arrival. This is a fast one.” 

			The tornadic anomaly wobbled and bucked, then, with a blinding flash, ejected the team into the net below. They bounced wildly and threw their arms up, shielding themselves from the flares of energy roaring overhead. Robotic appendages darted out from side ramps, sweeping the stumbling agents to safety.

			Even from this distance, Kristen could see the physical toll it took on them. She took a step back. “They don’t look too good.” 

			Bannister leaned closer and raised her voice. “That’s why the genetic program you just completed is so rigorous.” 

			Rigorous, Kristen thought. More like suicidal. She stared at The Worm and picked at her fingernails, a nervous habit since childhood. She recalled the excruciating agony of the recombinant transformation, of her intellect expanding, forming links with her reconstructed physique. 

			Bannister continued as the hum returned to its normal level, “It’s a tremendous responsibility you and the other agents undertake. Our success means survival for everyone.”

			A surge of anger burned through Kristen’s limbs. She’d battled for survival her entire life. Does everything always have to be so hard? Trembling, she forced her attention back to Dr. Bannister. “Believe me. I understand.” 

			“There’s much more to this than you are aware of.” 

			Kristen stared, incredulous. “The fate of humanity isn’t enough?”

			“No, actually, it’s not.” Her boss’s voice became more emphatic. “We’re fighting for more than just Earth.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

			“We have to consider Proxima-B.”

			Kristen frowned. “Isn’t that the planet the Keplers say is the perfect place for us to start over?” 

			“Not so perfect for the millions of indigenous beings who live there,” Bannister said.

			“I don’t understand.” A foreboding feeling fluttered in the pit of her stomach.

			“The Proxima-B inhabitants live in what we would call the Dark Ages. They’re primitive and, when they’re threatened, warlike.”

			Kristen leaned against the wall, suddenly weary. “But we can all live there, right? Coexist?” 

			Bannister cast a sad smile. “We could, but the Keplers don’t want the headache. Their armada intends to clear the way for human colonization. The native inhabitants will be slaughtered.” 

			“No.” Aghast, Kristen looked up at Chava for confirmation. He nodded, his mouth a hard line. She blinked back tears. “That’s what happened to my parents.” Her voice lodged in her throat. “This is so wrong.”

			“Here’s the ironic part,” Bannister added. “The Keplers don’t have enough ships to transport everyone to Proxima-B. They’re not equipped to make it back before we run out of food, either. More than ninety percent of the people on Earth will die if we pursue that route. It will be catastrophic on all fronts.” 

			Kristen chewed on a fingernail, thinking. She stopped herself and placed her hand on the glass wall. “Anything else I should know?” 

			“Yes. We’re running out of time.”

			She scoffed. “We have a time machine. How’s that possible?”

			“The Worm is shrinking,” Bannister admitted, looking tense. “When it disappears, we’ll no longer be able to send agents back. No more missions then.” 

			That news took a second to absorb. “How long until that happens?”

			“Not exactly sure, but soon. Too soon.”

			“This whole thing sounds crazy.” Her voice almost cracked. 

			Bannister glanced down at her mag-boots. She shook her head. “It sounds crazy to me, and I built it.”

			Kristen’s mouth dropped open. What? Bannister spent years bringing order to a phenomenon of universal proportions, sacrificing to better the world for the sake of humanity. “I can’t believe you just said that.”

			“Yes, well . . .”

			What have I gotten myself into? “I’m not sure what to think. If we change history, will we even exist? But if we don’t . . .” She bit her lower lip nervously, then continued. “At least you’ve given us a chance. We could save both worlds and keep a lot of families together, including mine.”

			Bannister put a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “It’s dangerous and the odds are against us, but it’s worth trying.” 

			Kristen took a moment to consider everything. Dr. Bannister embodied the voice of reason. “Yes, we have to have hope.” 

			Her boss said quietly, “I am Hope.” 

			Kristen took a deep breath and blew it out through pursed lips. “Yeah,” she replied. “I know.”
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