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Boston


July 11, 1905


 


Kate's breath is soft against my shoulder when the chirping
sound finally wakes me. I fumble in the semidarkness for the alarm, but the
cell phone has fallen off the tobacco crate I use as a nightstand. Kate rolls
toward the wall, pulling her pillow over her head, just as I locate the phone
under the bed and turn it off.


It's a bit after noon now, and this is probably the most
sleep Kate's had all week. While there aren't many benefits to a room facing
the alley, at least the sun doesn't jolt you awake at the crack of dawn after a
rough night.


I’d much rather stay here and enjoy a few more hours of
shut-eye myself, but I need to get this job.


It's not the money. I placed a bet on Marvin Hart for the
1905 heavyweight boxing title a few weeks back. Although the odds against Hart
were high, when you have the advantage of seeing the newspaper a day in
advance, like I do, a long shot becomes a sure thing. That investment brought
in eighty-five bucks, more than enough money for me to hide out in this dump
for a year.


I don't want the job for the fame, such as it is. That just
makes it more likely that the Cyrists will decide I'm enough of an annoyance to
hunt me down. And if I'm bored during the times Kate is away, I can always find
something that needs doing around Jess's store.


No, landing the job at Norumbega
Park is just the one thing I can do to help Kate without traveling too far out
of my own timeline. I'm sick of watching her take all the risks.


I drag myself to the door and down the hallway to the
shower. Luckily, there's no line this late in the day. Most of the neighbors
are off before sunrise. We're four stories up and the water barely trickles
from the spigot, so I have to use an old tin cup in the corner of the stall to
collect enough water to rinse the soap off. Kate doesn't shower here, and I
don't blame her. I'd opt for hot water and a massaging shower head, too, given
the choice.


One of the Blake kids, maybe five years old, is in the
hallway when I come out. She gives me a grin, her fingers tugging at a tangled
lock of hair.


“Got any candy today, mister?”


I could have predicted the question the second I saw her.
Helping at Jess’s store means I usually have a few sticks of peppermint,
butterscotch or hoarhound stashed in my pockets—the
only payment I take these days. Kate says I just like playing Willy Wonka. I'm not entirely sure that's a compliment. Judging
from the book she gave me, Wonka was a bit of an ass.
I do, however, remember being a kid with parents who could never spare a penny
for sweets.


 I smile and tweak her freckled nose. “And where would
I be hiding your candy dressed only in a towel, missy? Check back when I'm
wearing britches.”


The Blake girl giggles and skips down to the end of the
hallway, where her brother and sister are crouched in their usual spot at the
top of the landing, ready to bounce their rubber ball down the stairs at the
first sound of footsteps. I’ve caught that bloody ball smack in the head twice
and threatened to tell their mum, but they probably know I never would. She’d
take it away and God knows they don’t have much else to occupy their time in
the summer.


When I get back to the room, Kate is sprawled out in her
usual way on the bed, snoring gently. I won't be mentioning that to her,
however, since I'm sure I’d get a solid punch in the arm if I did. Reaching
under the bed, I pry loose the wooden plank and feel around in the space under
the floorboards until I find another bandage and the small portable shaver Kate
brought back after watching me use a straight razor one afternoon. I still use
the blade when she’s not here, but I must admit this little gadget is less
likely to slice an ear off when the light is dim.


After shaving, I remove the puckered bandage from my thigh
and use a fresh square of adhesive to tack the glowing green disc to my leg.
Then I pull on my drawers, a garment that Kate finds funny because they come
most of the way to my knees. She jokes that I should “go commando” or else let
her bring me some boxer briefs. But these are what I’m used to and they also
provide another layer to shield the light of the spare key, should I happen to
run into anyone else with the CHRONOS gene. The medallion that I keep in my
pocket, attached to my belt by a watch chain, is Cyrist-approved. The back-up
key strapped to my leg is not.


I draw back the red curtain Kate tacked up in one corner of
the room and take the new suit from its hook. In this heat, the shirt will be
limp and sweaty by the time I get to Newton. Hopefully, the coat and tie will
make me presentable enough for the audition. I fold the jacket carefully and
stash it in the drawstring bag that already holds my gear for the small tricks,
along with three sets of handcuffs, a pair of leg cuffs, a ring of keys to
those cuffs, and one spanking new collapsible top hat.


I put a second set of keys on the nightstand. Then I watch
Kate sleep for a moment, glad she's found a place where guilt and anger aren’t
making her crazy, at least for a while. Even though she has a bigger and much
more comfortable bed back at Katherine's, she's happier here, and I've grown
accustomed to having her next to me. In the four months since I moved out of
Jess’s storeroom, she's spent every night here and most days as well. I
travelled to her time a few months back to watch some movie she wanted me to
see, but mostly, we stay here. Long-distance jumps drain me.


Not Kate. She pops back to Katherine’s house in Chicago for
a few days, tracks down a CHRONOS key in Texas or London or wherever, attends
classes at the University, and anything else she has to do in that life. And
then she pulls up this room on her key and is back in my arms five minutes
after she left. For me, it's like she only stepped out to the bathroom. I’m
twenty-one, two years Kate’s senior, but another year of this double life for
her and I could easily be the younger one.


I push the dark curls aside and kiss her shoulder, running
my hand under her pale pink camisole and tracing the curve of her spine with my
thumb. After a moment, she turns toward me and pulls me down next to her.


“Come back to bed,” she mumbles. “Lonely
without you.”


“Can’t. I'll miss the trolley.”


She sniffs in protest and drapes her leg over mine. I give
in, for now, and pull her closer, resting my head next to hers on the pillow.


In the dim light of the oil lamp, I can just make out the
edges of the dozens of glow-in-the-dark stars she pasted on the ceiling a few
months back. Even turned up to full flame, the lantern would never make them
glow, so I didn’t see the point in the stars until Kate reached into her pocket
and produced this tiny device that shines with an odd, purplish light.


I can still see her standing tiptoe on the bed, holding that
light to the ceiling and, one by one, lighting the stars in our own private
sky.


Later, after the glow stars faded, I stashed the flashlight
in the hole under the bed, along with the shaver, her diary filled with rants
about Katherine, and other odds and ends that don’t belong in 1905. Only Kate’s
stars remain in the open. I know I should pull them down. It wouldn't be hard.
Every day or two the humidity takes its toll on the cheap adhesive and another
star falls onto the bed or the floor. But I leave them up. The odds of anyone
seeing them are slim, and I think maybe this is the only place Kate feels free.
This room, tiny as it is, has become her home as much as mine.


“What time is the audition?” she asks, tucking her head
downward as she speaks. I fight back a chuckle, knowing she’s trying to shield
me from the “baby dragon breath” she says she has in the mornings. I’ve told
her more than once that I’d kiss her even if she hadn’t brushed her teeth in a
week, but she doesn’t believe me.


“I go on at four-thirty, but it takes a while to get out
there and I need time to set up.  The manager said there are some stage
props from the guy who left, and I need to check it all out. Make sure there’s
something I can use for the finale.”


She laughs. “You don’t need a trick cabinet. You have the
medallion.”


“True," I admit, "but it might draw some unwanted
attention if I'm too obvious with it. And I have to make it credible, right?
There needs to be some hint of stage trickery if I'm going to sell it to the
manager and my assistants.”


I feel her body stiffen and then she leans up on one elbow,
giving me the evil eye.


"Assistants? The kind in skimpy costumes?"


“Norumbega is a family park. No
drinking and nothing even slightly risqué. I’m guessing these assistants will
be covered from head to toe. Or at least head to knee. They’ll certainly be
wearing more than you are right now.” I pull the elastic strap of her camisole
a tiny bit away from her shoulder and let it snap back against her skin.


“Hmph.
I'll be popping in to check out these assistants. Just so you know.”


“Any time, love. Except maybe not during
the audition. And don’t 'pop in' suddenly, right in the middle of an audience, else you’ll steal my thunder.”


“No worries. I only want to see what goes on backstage.”


“You don’t trust me?”


“Oh, I trust you,” she says, snuggling closer. “I
just don’t trust assistants in skimpy costumes.”


This is a side of her I seldom see. The only time I’ve ever
known Kate to act jealous is when I mention Prudence. Her
aunt. My former lover. The enemy, in more ways
than one, so I can't really fault her on that account. Even if I’m not
consorting with Pru now, I have in the past and if the shoe were on the other
foot, I'm sure I'd feel the same.


“Tell you what,” I say, kissing the side of her neck. “You
can check out the assistants at my first performance. Assuming I get the job,
that is.”


“You’ll get the job. You have sterling recommendations.” Her
voice is a wee bit smug, and I can’t help grinning.


“I have forged recommendations. Skillfully done, but forged
nonetheless.”


She shrugs, reaching over me to grab a peppermint from the
nightstand. “Houdini is in Scotland. At the Gaiety Theater in
Leith. Won’t be back until
next month.” She pops the mint into her mouth. “That should give you a
bit of time to start building up a reputation as the Amazing Boudini. From everything I've read, he'll take the bait and
confront you.”


“Or he'll sue me."


"Either way, you'll have his attention
and then we can confront him. It would have been a lot
easier if Houdini had fallen for the photograph. Apparently, I'm not his type,
since one of his bodyguards showed up at my hotel instead."


 I remember that photo and how little she was wearing
in it. I'm not exactly happy about it being passed around by a bunch of hired
thugs. "You didn't tell me anyone came to your hotel."


Another shrug. "I slammed the
door in his face when I saw it wasn't Houdini."


"And you’re sure he's using a CHRONOS key?”


“I know what I saw, Kiernan. There was a bright blue
glow—exactly the shade of light I see from the key—coming from behind the
curtain when I saw him in New York and again in London. He has a
medallion."


"And as you noted, he also has bodyguards. I don't
think he's going to cheerfully hand over the medallion just because we ask
nicely. It's how he makes his living."


"We'll think of something," Kate says. "He
doesn't like people who trick others using fake religion, so I doubt he'll
approve of the Cyrists. Right now, you just need to focus on getting the job.
The flyer I left with his booking agent in New York will get his attention.”


"You left the flyer? I haven't even auditioned
yet!"


She nudges my face toward hers. “You'll get the job,
Kier. You're good. I don’t mean the disappearing. That’s just the CHRONOS key.
But the other stuff—you've been doing those tricks for ages. You’re really good
with your hands.”


When she catches my expression, she kicks me, not exactly
gently, on the shin.


“I didn’t mean that kind of good.”


That she can still blush this far into our relationship
strikes me as incredibly sexy. If I don't pull my thoughts back into line,
however, I'll never get to the trolley on time. I walk my fingers down the side
of her leg like a spider. “How about I give you a personal demonstration of that
kind of good when I'm done? You’ll be here, right?”


I immediately wish I hadn’t asked that, because her smile
fades. I've reminded her of where else she should be. Of
where she doesn't want to be. And why.


“I’ll be here,” she says, her eyes narrowing. “But I’m going
to go and have this out with Katherine while you’re gone. While
I’m still really, really angry.”


"You're tired, love. Why don't you get some more sleep
first? Katherine will still be there, and I'm certain you'll still be really,
really angry six or seven hours from now."


Kate cried for ages last night, before collapsing,
exhausted, into bed. I’m glad she didn’t go directly home,
because I'd give solid odds that she'd have slugged her own grandmother. That’s
frowned upon in 1905, so I’m guessing it's doubly true in her time, when people
don’t even smack misbehaving kids on the bottom. And Kate would have regretted
it later, even if she doesn’t believe that right now. What happened in 1938
wasn’t Katherine’s fault. Not really.


I glance at the display on her phone and realize I’ll have
to run to reach the station on time. And yes, I could jump back twenty minutes
and avoid rushing, but I'd rather not push my limits with the medallion. Who
knows how many times Easley might want to see my finale before making a
decision?


I cross over to the mirror and pull a comb through my hair,
still damp from the shower. It's several inches too
long for the current fashion and I'd planned to ask Kate to cut it last night.
Scissors, tears, and anger are a dangerous combination, however. Even if I wasn't the person who'd made her angry.


Kate is behind me in the mirror, sitting cross-legged on the
bed, watching me. The gold ring on her finger catches the glow from the lamp.
It's been over a month, and I still feel a sense of wonder each time I see it.


"I can trim the back if you want."


This is a major concession coming from her, since I know she
prefers my hair long. But I shake my head.


"No time. Surely the manager will cut some slack for a
magician so highly recommended by the Great Houdini? I'll just say this is the
style in Europe."


She smiles and walks over to me, taking the comb from my
hand. "It's not. I was there three days ago," she says, reaching up
to neaten the back. "They're wearing it long on top, short on the bottom,
just like all of the guys over here. So boring—no allowance
at all for individual taste."


Her bottom lip juts forward in a little pout as I turn
toward her. I plant a soft kiss there. "Stay here, Kate. Okay? If you come
back upset like last night, I don't want you to be alone."


Tears fill her eyes again. "I'm sorry I was such a
mess, Kier. If you'd seen his body, you'd understand. And I could have stopped
it. I should have stopped it. I should go back right now and stop it no
matter what Katherine says. I'm not bound by stupid CHRONOS regulations and
this is just so wrong…"


I wipe a tear away from her cheek and pull her close.
"Wait here for me. If you think it will help, I'll go back with you and
we'll both talk to Katherine. Or if you really have to go, wait and come back
after the audition's over. I shouldn't be later than
seven…maybe seven-thirty."


She nods, then picks up my bag from the chair and hands it
to me. "No promises except that I'll be here for the next hour so I can
free you. If you jump back later than that, you may have to hold the keys in
your teeth."


"No, I'll just come back even earlier and unlock them
myself."


"Good luck dealing with the headache from juggling two
different realities in your mind. Have you tried that?"


 "It would still be better than being stuck in
four sets of cuffs." Not that I mean it. I'd probably stay in the cuffs
until she came back. Jumps are tough enough for me. The fact that Kate avoids
encountering previous versions of herself, when everything else about time
travel is so damned easy for her, is ample reason for me to steer clear at all
costs. And I've seen firsthand what it's done to Prudence.


"I'll be here," Kate says, giving me a
final kiss. "Now go or you'll be late. I love you. Break a leg. And don't
mention the Scottish play."


I laugh. "Do magicians have the same set of
superstitions as theater actors? Maybe I should change my name to the Amazing
Macbeth for an added touch of danger?"


"Don't you dare. The Cyrists
and CHRONOS have brought us enough bad luck and danger without you inviting
extra. And the name has to be Boudini to make sure we
piss him off enough to track you down."


As I open the door to the hallway, Kate crawls back into
bed, curling herself around my pillow. An unexplained sense of dread washes
over me and I'm tempted to stay, but it's probably only stage fright. If you'd
told me a week ago I'd be heading to an audition of any sort, I'd have laughed.


The uneasy feeling is still there, but I just blow her a
kiss and close the door behind me.
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Norumbega Park is busy, even
though it's a weekday, and it takes a while for me to work my way through the
chaos. It's mostly mums and kids looking for a bit of summer fun. They move at
a snail's pace, one kid yanking toward the zoo and another toward the paddle
boats on the river or some other attraction.


I grabbed a map of the park at the gates, but I soon
realized you don't need a map to locate the Great Steel Theater. It's at the
top of a hill, visible from pretty much every vantage point. What was once a
modest open-air amphitheater is now a hulking giant with metal curtains that
can be yanked down to shield the audience if a storm blows in.


I pull on my coat and hat as I approach the entrance. I was
told to be ready to audition at four-thirty, so I'm surprised to see that
there's a matinee in progress that won't end until around four. So much for having time to prepare.


The gray-haired woman in the ticket booth doesn't look up
from her book until I speak.


"I have an interview with Mr. Ervin Easley. Do you know
where I can find him?"


"He's prob'ly in the audience
watchin' the show." She runs her tongue over her
teeth, then continues. "Unless
he's in the back. Or he might have stepped out."


I'm tempted to tell her it would have been a lot quicker to
say she didn't know, but I just smile and ask, "What does he look
like?"


"Kind of fat, middle-aged."
Her nose stays in the book, a dime-novel called Parted by Fate.


It's clear I'm not going to get anything more than this
vague description, so I turn and move toward the door.


"Twenty cents," she says. I stop, and she finally
looks up from the page when I don't respond immediately. "It's twenty
cents for a ticket. I can't let anyone in without a ticket. You could be sayin' you had an audition just to get in to see the
show."


Right, lady. I'm wearing a tuxedo
with a bloody top hat in July so that I can get out of paying twenty cents
admission for a show that's nearly over. It's not worth the argument, however,
so I toss her two dimes and take my ticket.


The auditorium is barely half full, but that's still more people
than I'd have expected for a Tuesday matinee and I feel uneasy as I realize
this is the crowd I'll be facing twice daily if the interview goes as planned.
I take a playbill from the doorman and stand at the back for a few minutes,
looking around for Easley. I'm not even sure why I bother—the ticket-seller's
description fits about half of the men I've seen since entering the park.


The violinist on stage finishes Spanish Dance. I work
my way about halfway down the outer aisle of the theatre during the applause,
finding an empty seat at the end of a row. The next act, a juggling group from
Europe, is billed as "The Agoust Family."
At first, it looks like a pantomime skit. It starts out with this waiter taking
an order from his table, and then the dishes and cutlery begin flying from one
side of the stage to the other. The act is good enough that I briefly forget
why I'm here and watch the show, but when the applause starts it jogs my
memory.


A sister quartet, next to last on the program, begins
setting up. I stand and cross over to a door near the main stage. It's unlocked
and opens into a large prop room. Moving slowly, I follow a narrow path of
sorts between the furniture, stage flats, and boxes, hoping to find Easley or
someone else in charge.


It's hard to hear much over the quartet, whose voices are
the high, warbling type that sets my teeth on edge. Fortunately, there's an
instrumental stretch in the middle and I pick up a bit of conversation coming
from behind the stage.


I follow the sound and a few minutes later see a short,
attractive blonde who looks to be in her mid-twenties. She's joking with two of
the guys from the juggling group, as she helps them load the last of their gear
into the wheeled cart they used in the act.


The blonde turns toward me, running her eyes over the tux in
a way I suspect Kate wouldn't appreciate. "You can't be the new banjo
player in that get up, so let me guess—you're here to replace Clive the
Debonair?"


"Hopefully, yes. I'm supposed to audition for a Mr.
Easley, but I can't find him. He said there was a…palanquin cabinet left behind
that I might be able to use. Do you know where?"


"Sure." She tilts her head to the left.
"Follow me."


She leads me back to the prop room and turns onto one of the
tiny paths through the clutter. It's more suited for her frame than mine, and I
narrowly avoid toppling a lamp.


"Where are your assistants?" she asks.


"Um…in the letter, Easley said that I could use the
same girls that the other guy, Clive, did, if I get the job. I haven't met them
yet."


"Well, you've met one of them. Typical
that I'm the last to know." She turns to face me and drops a tiny
curtsey. "Eliza Easley, at your service. And you
are?"


 I hesitate for a moment. "The name's Kiernan, but
I'm billed as the Amazing Boudini."


She snorts. "You're gonna get sued. Maybe
even killed. They say he has a temper."


"No, he's a nice guy. Really," I add, as she gives
me a skeptical glance. "Houdini recommended me. I'm his protégé."


"If you say so." She
turns and continues through the maze of junk.


"Eliza Easley." I say, hoping to change the
subject. "Are you Easley's daughter?"


She has a very loud laugh for such a small girl. "Don't
let him hear you say that. I'm his wife. Number three, unless
he's hidden one from me."


I decide it might be best to button my lip before I stick my
foot any further into my mouth.


"Daisy'll be your other
girl," Eliza says. "She's running an errand or something. Should be back in a few minutes."


She walks behind a dolly stacked with theatrical flats and
rolls out a rectangular cabinet maybe five feet long and four feet tall. It
sits about waist-high on four sturdy wheeled legs. Gold curtains cover the
front and the back. I saw several of these contraptions as a kid, so I'm not a
total rube—even worked with one for a couple of nights when a girl on the
Midway took off with some guy without bothering to give notice. As soon as the
magician found himself another girl, I was out of a
job, of course—vanishing a pretty girl in a tight costume sells way more
tickets than vanishing an eight-year-old boy.


Unfortunately, the box looks much smaller now than when I
was eight, and the curtains are going to be a problem. This setup is for a
standard vanishing act, not for an escape artist. Even if I can wedge myself
inside, there won't be any room to maneuver. And I need something that not only
hides me from the audience, but also keeps my assistants from peeking until I'm
back in the box.


"Hmm. This will require a bit
of work. I need to rig it so you can lock me inside."


"Oh. Thought you'd be vanishing
me or Daisy. Not complaining, mind you—I'm tired of folding myself inside that
box. There's no way you're going to fit."


She thinks for a minute, then holds
up a finger. "Wait here. Maybe something else would work better."


I stay put as she heads off to the right. The quartet
launches into another high-pitched musical nightmare. After a few moments, I
hear shuffling noises from the back of the room.


"Hey, Houdini. Come help me
move this thing."


The thing in question turns out to be a coffin. The
prop room is much too crowded for her to push it more than a couple of feet. I
help her lift it up and over some of the junk and we put it down in a
relatively clear spot.


I can't say I'm wild about being locked in a coffin, even
one that is a prop. Still, I have to admit it's perfect. "Think Mr. Easley
would mind if put this up on the cart instead of the palanquin cabinet?"


"Don’t matter whether he minds or not. I'm prop
mistress. I'll get you a toolbox."


 Twenty minutes later, I have the coffin attached to
the wheeled legs and a makeshift latch on the inside. The coffin isn't attached
quite as firmly as I'd like and the latch is a bit flimsy, but it'll do for
now. I toss the rest of my gear inside and roll the contraption onto the stage,
parking it in front of a raised wooden platform Eliza dragged out that has
steps going up both sides.


I screw one part of a hook latch to the side of the coffin
and the other to the platform so that Eliza and Daisy can anchor the thing.
Although I told Eliza that's to make sure the coffin doesn't go rolling away
when I pop up at the end, the position is actually crucial. If the coffin isn't
rolled back to the stable point, I can't jump back in.


The audience clears out and Easley still hasn't arrived.
Eliza suggests a dress rehearsal while we wait, but I'm leery of pushing my
luck with the key. Even with short hops like this, I'll be lucky if I can do
more than four or five round trips before I tire out. So I just walk her through
the main points of the act and we do a dry run with Eliza attaching cuffs and
me climbing into the coffin.


The inside is well padded and comfortable, but it smells
musty. No actual dead bodies have been in here, however…at least not to Eliza's
knowledge. Or, at least not that she chose to mention.


I tug on the watch chain and pull out the CHRONOS key to be
sure I have enough room to lift my head and see the display. I do, but it's a
close call. I set my current position as a stable point, so all I'll have to do
later is set the time. Then I push the medallion back into my pocket, and tap
for Eliza to open the lid.


No response. I tap again, harder.


"Eliza?"


There's still no response. I feel my pulse rising.
"Eliza!"


A soft chuckle from above.
"What's the matter, Houdini? Need help?"


Great. I'll have to waste a jump
because my assistant wants a sneak preview. "No," I say through
gritted teeth. "I can get out. Just give me a minute or two."


I'm about to flip the latch to secure the lid when the
coffin opens, and Eliza grins down at me. "I'm kidding. Save your
contortions until His Highness arrives. And Daisy, for that matter…" Her
eyes narrow a bit. I get the sense she's added the two absences together and
doesn't much like the result.


After unlocking the various cuffs, Eliza wanders off. I sit
on the edge of the stage with my feet hanging down into the orchestra pit. And
I wait. For nearly an hour, I sit there, rehearsing the act in my head and
trying to stay alert. Even with large weather curtains open and a slight breeze
blowing in from the Charles River, it's still hot and humid. The lack of sleep
is beginning to get to me and I'm almost (but not quite) tempted to stretch out
in the coffin for nap.


Easley finally strolls through the door and down the center
aisle a little after five-thirty. The ticket-seller was right—he's fat and he's
middle-aged. He's also a good foot shorter than my six-foot-one, an unusual
enough fact that you'd think the woman might have added it to her description.
A redheaded girl comes in a few seconds behind him and slinks down the left
aisle toward the prop room door, giving me a nervous glance before she closes
it behind her.


"You're not ready yet?" Easley brushes crumbs from
his waistcoat, which is stretched a bit too tight over his belly,
and settles himself into a seat a few rows from the stage.


I'm reminded of an afternoon when I was maybe seven, sitting
on a bench outside a barn at the Cyrist farm with my dad. He was angry,
something I'd rarely seen. When I asked why, Da gave a
bitter laugh and said he was just tired of dealing with the Cyrist version of
the Golden Rule—whoever has the gold makes the rules.


I don't know whether this Easley guy is rich, but he
certainly has the attitude down pat. You can tell he likes being in charge.
It's a shame I don't have a Cyrist recruitment flyer on me, because he'd fit
right in down at the Temple.


"I'm ready," I say. "Just let me get my coat
back on."


"The kid's been waiting for over an hour, Erv. So have I." Eliza doesn't seem nearly as cheerful
as when we were talking backstage. She casts Easley a glare that is downright
poisonous and then walks over to the coffin, followed at a distance by the
redhead.


"Daisy is probably smart enough to catch
on," Eliza continues, "since all she'll need to do is put on the
cuffs and help me spin you around before the reveal. But wouldn't it have been nice
to have her here to go over things earlier?" She flashes Daisy a fake
smile.


I look over at Daisy, but she doesn't meet my gaze,
apparently having discovered something very interesting on the toes of her
shoes. Whatever drama is going on here, there's no way I'm getting caught in
the middle.


 "I guess we'll just have to discuss the details
with Daisy afterward. Assuming I get the job."


"You'll get the job." Eliza glances toward the
seat where Easley is sitting, his head back and his eyes
closed, and then adds under her breath, "Clive didn't give notice.
Don't let the Little General fool you—he's desperate for something to close out
the first act."


I bite back a laugh. Easley does look a bit like a chubby
version of Napoleon, with one hand resting on his gut.


"Well then, let's do this," I say, giving her a
smile that I hope looks more confident than I'm feeling. Then, I walk
center-stage and bow, sweeping my hat off in one of the grand gestures I
practiced over and over with Kate. It still feels hokey.


"Ladies and gentlemen, I…am…the Amazing Boudini. Tonight you will see—"


Easley's eyes are still closed, but his hand goes up,
signaling me to stop. "No, no, no. I don't want to see your card tricks,
rope tricks or the rabbit you've got up your sleeve. Any fool can learn those
and you wouldn't be here if you hadn't mastered them. You'll need ten minutes
of filler before your finale and damned if I care what it is. Just skip to the
main event and don't waste my time with the crap you feed the audience."


I'm kind of relieved. Skipping the other tricks means
there's less chance I'll mess something up. Unfortunately, I practiced the act
in order, so I stand there for a minute, trying to remember the lines I use to
introduce the finale.


To hell with it. I'll drop the
stage act entirely. Easley's an ass, but he's right about one thing. If I can't
sell it with the finale, it's never going to work. Stage magicians are a dime a
dozen.


I pull the jacket off again, toss it offstage along with my
hat, and climb the steps to the wooden platform behind the coffin. Eliza goes
up the opposite set of stairs, holding two sets of handcuffs and the keys.
Daisy follows a few steps behind me with the other handcuffs and the larger set
of shackles for my ankles.


Holding the first set of cuffs above her head, Eliza yanks
the chain taut several times. Then she pivots to show it from all angles before
starting to attach the cuffs to my wrists.


"Make sure they're tight," Easley chimes in,
actually bothering to open one of his eyes. "We need to see what he can
do."


"Yes, dearest." She gives
him a smile I hope to God I never get from Kate and ratchets the cuffs another
notch tighter. When the cuffs are snug—a bit too snug—on my forearms, Daisy
follows with the second set, Eliza with the third, and then Daisy attaches the
ankle cuffs.


It's tough to balance in these things, so the girls help me
sit down on the platform. I spin my feet over the edge and then slip down into
the coffin, about six inches below.


As soon as the lid closes, I twist slightly to secure the
latch and pull out the CHRONOS key attached to my belt. I lock in the stable
point on my bed, twenty minutes after I left for the trolley.


Kate has fallen back asleep, with her arm flung over my
pillow, right where I need to land. I scan forward twenty minutes, then half an
hour. Then forty minutes. Her arm is still there. I can feel the coffin moving
forward as Eliza and Daisy roll it toward the audience, and I know I can't
waste any more time hunting for a moment when Kate's not hogging the bed. She's
just going to have to deal with that arm getting a bit squished.


I blink to lock in the location and hear her muffled "ow" before my eyes open. She pulls her arm out from
under my neck and rolls toward the wall.  I nudge her with my elbow.


"Hey, sleepyhead." I
nudge her again. "Wake up and grab the keys, okay? These cuffs aren't as
comfortable as they look. And I want to get back so I can get this over
with."


She yawns and stretches, then climbs over me to grab the key
ring. Her brow creases as she slips the first key into the lock. "Why are
they on so tight? Your arm is all red."


"Easley is a world-class jerk. But I think the job's in
the bag. The last guy quit without notice."


"Yes." She smiles, unfastening the second set.
"Clive the Debonair is now performing at a theater in Woonsocket. A six-month contract. It pays surprising well for such a
small venue."


I should have known.


"I'll bet it does." I sigh and slide my hands out
of the cuffs on my forearms, as Kate removes the ankle cuffs. "You
couldn't have told me this?"


"Didn't want you to go in too
cocky." She scoops the cuffs off the floor and hands them to me.
"And I did say that you'd get the job, didn't I?"


Kate starts to get back on the bed, but I put my hand on her
shoulder. "Might as well stay put on the floor," I say, tossing her
one of the pillows. "He's going to want to see this at least twice. You
don't want to get squished again, do you?"


"Not unless you're going to stick around long enough to
do it properly this time."


I grin at her and lie back down, holding the cuffs in one
hand as I activate the medallion with the other. "Patience,
my love. You need to learn patience."


∞


Easley is staring up at me from the orchestra pit. Standing
in the pit makes him seem even shorter—from up here, I can count the few
remaining strands of hair plastered to the top of his skull. This is the fifth
angle he's chosen to view my finale. In addition to his initial vantage point
near the front, he's watched from stage right, stage left, halfway back in the
audience, and now, from the pit. I wonder if he's planning to climb up and view
the act from the bloody rafters above the auditorium next.


I truly hope not, because I doubt I can make another jump.
If these weren't short, local hops, I'd already be tapped out. It took three
tries for me to get back to the coffin on the last attempt and now I'm wishing
I'd taken Kate's advice and waited there for a few hours to, as she puts it,
"recharge my batteries." But I really want to get this over with.


After a moment of standing there, saying nothing, Easley
disappears around the side of the pit. I hear his feet tapping up a small
flight of stairs, and then he walks over from stage right.


"Eliza! Daisy!" He snaps
his fingers as he says each name, as though he has magical powers and can make
them appear before him at will. They do appear—Daisy scurrying like a
mouse and Eliza taking her own sweet time about it.


"Bring the damn cuffs! I want him to do it again. Out
here in the open this time, where I can see."


Daisy is already scuttling back to grab the cuffs before I
can answer.


"No, sir. With all due
respect, that's a trade secret."


He doesn't look convinced, so I add. "It's part of my
agreement with Mr. Houdini. If I break it, you and I both land in court."


Easley thinks about that for a minute, and then waves a hand
at Daisy, shooing her away like a fly. "Be here Friday. By three so you
can get familiar with the girls."


I'm tempted to note that getting familiar with the girls
appears to be his specialty. Since that seems unwise under the
circumstances, I just nod and stick out my hand to shake on it.


There's a grease stain from the handcuffs on my shirt, a few
inches above the wrist. Easley's eyes flit over it and down to my outstretched
hand for a second. Then he reaches into his pocket and slaps a dollar bill into
my palm. "An advance. Get a haircut. And clean
your shirt. You look like a bum."


Easley starts to follow the girls backstage, but the sound
of raised female voices from the wings apparently makes him think better of it.
He turns on his heel, heading for the exit.


"Yes sir, Mr. Easley. I'll see you on Friday. At three."


 "I said by three," he shouts over his
shoulder. "Not at three."


It takes a lot of gall from him to dig at me about
timeliness when he kept me waiting half the afternoon, but I just shove the
gear into my bag. I need to get out of here before the Little General changes
his mind.


 


 
















∞3∞


 Anyone can see where the developers for Norumbega Park got most of their ideas. The park opened in
1897, just four years after the Exposition in Chicago. There's even a fountain
in the center of the park that's a cheap copy of one of the fountains at the
World's Fair. While it's a puny imitation of the Expo, Norumbega
has the advantage of being permanent—at least until 1963. It will be here long
after the trolley lines that provide the park with electricity are replaced by
cars and buses. The Expo, on the other hand, was torn down six months after the
fair ended, and except for those with a CHRONOS key, if you missed it, you
missed it.


I won't be mentioning these similarities to Kate, however.
She's a bit touchy on the subject of the World's Fair. It was twelve years ago,
but I remember her face in the glow of the CHRONOS medallion like it was
yesterday.  I remember her leaving me with Katherine, the woman who would
one day be her grandmother, and pushing both of us toward the window, away from
the fire. I had nightmares for a solid year where I'd wake up screaming, the
smell of smoke and death fresh and vivid in my mind. Most of all, I remember
Kate going back to deal with Holmes on her own. The medallion strapped to my
thigh is the one she put around my neck that night. She made me swear I
wouldn't take it off, and I've never once broken that promise.


Kate remembers none of it, even though I'd swear she was
younger when it happened. Katherine can't remember it either, and I know
she was younger, only a few years older than I am now. Kate suspects the entire
thing was a trick by Prudence and the Cyrists, and I'll admit that Prudence
could pass for Kate in the eyes of a stranger. But I'm a long way from being a
stranger to either of them. I could tell them apart at fifty paces. I could
tell them apart in the dark. And I can't imagine why Prudence would want me to
have a spare medallion.


Kate and I have long since agreed to disagree on that point.
Doesn't matter. I know it was her.


The sun's been down for well over an hour when the trolley
pulls into South Station. Jess's store is just a few blocks over and I'd
planned to stop by and tell him about the interview, maybe grab Kate a ginger
ale. But it'll keep until tomorrow, I guess. Kate will be waiting for the news.
And even though she seemed pretty confident, I'm looking forward to letting her
know I didn't blow it.


I take my usual shortcut through the alley to shave off a
few extra minutes. About twenty feet in, I feel a sharp tug at the back of my
collar. My fists are up as I wrench free and turn back toward the street. Three
guys, two of them with at least twenty pounds on me.


There's barely six feet between the buildings, so there's
not much room to maneuver. I focus on the two bigger opponents, saving the
short guy for last.


That's a mistake, it turns out. He's the one holding the
club.


My last thought as I hit the cobblestones is that I really
should've stopped to get Kate that ginger ale.


 


∞


"Hey, mister. You, okay?"
The voice is high pitched, like those awful singers at Norumbega.
It hurts my head.


When I open my eyes, a small, grimy boot is nudging my
chest. I start to pull myself up and then a sharp burst of pain makes me
reconsider, so I just shift my eyes toward the source of the noise. The girl
staring down at me is in her teens. A boy a few years younger, most likely her
brother, stands behind her.


"Yer bleedin'. You know that?" Her voice is like an
ice-pick to my brain.


"I didn't." I move myself slowly into a
half-sitting position, and lean back against the wall of the building behind
me. "But it doesn't surprise me."


"Ain' a lot
of blood. I cut my leg last summer and there was way more than that.
Mama said I might even need stitches, but Papa said it was too much money to
call in a doctor, so she'd have to stitch it up herself, and she didn't wanna do that. Papa said—"


I hold up my hand to cut her off. "What time is
it?" I'm hesitant to ask, since it means she'll speak again and my head
really can't take it, but maybe the boy will answer this time.


No such luck. "After eight-thirty.
We got off work at eight. That was a while ago, so maybe nine, I don' know. You
think it's nine yet, Jer?" she asks the kid, but
he just shrugs. "Well, I'd say maybe closer to nine. Could
be after, even. Anyhow, you okay? 'Cause we gotta get home."


Yes, please. Go! Even though I don't say it out loud,
my expression must've gotten the point across, because they both give me an odd
look and head back toward the street.


I lift my fingers to the side of my head and they come away
sticky, but not dripping. The girl was right. It's not a lot of blood. There
is, however, one hell of a lump beneath the cut.


The bag with my gear is gone, along with my jacket. I glance
down and see that they've taken my dress shirt, as well, leaving me in just an
undershirt and pants. My pockets are flipped inside out, so they scored maybe
five dollars total, counting the buck that Easley handed me when I left Norumbega.


No shoes. No belt. No watch-chain that was clipped to the
belt and therefore, no CHRONOS key. I'm guessing it will turn up in a pawn shop
within the week, unless they just toss it. I can't bear thinking about that
right now, as it'll mean adding one more missing key to Kate's list.


Dragging myself to my feet, I brace against the wall,
fighting down a wave of dizziness. It's most of a mile
to my place, but Jess's house is maybe two blocks in the other direction. Looks
like Kate will get that ginger ale after all. Or more likely, she's already had
it. I'm at least an hour late, judging from the estimate of my shrill angel of
mercy, and Jess's store is the first place Kate would look.


I pass the darkened windows of John Jessup Fine Tobaccos
and Sundries a few minutes later and work my way up the staircase to Jess
and Amelia's apartment. When I reach the top, I'm still a bit disoriented, so I
pause for a moment before knocking.


They're early risers, so they could easily be asleep
already. During the months that I lived in the storeroom downstairs, I learned
that breakfast was likely to be a cold one if you slept much past dawn.


I knock again, and finally hear Amelia's voice. "Who on
earth at this hour…"


"It's Kiernan Dunne, Mrs. Jessup. Sorry, but I need to
see Jess…"


The door opens a crack. She peers out at me, dark eyes
widening when she sees the blood. Her gray hair, which is usually up in a knot,
now hangs down in long thick braids with light blue ribbons at the end. The
braids, along with the dim light of the lantern, make her seem much younger
than her seventy-odd years.


"Little wonder you're in trouble, out roaming the
streets at night." Her mouth tightens, but she opens the door, stepping
aside to let me in. "Get inside, you fool boy."


Amelia hides a soft heart behind a shrew's tongue. When I
started work at the shop last year, she carried on something awful about how
Jess didn't need to be hiring anyone when there was barely work or money for
the two of them. But she made sure I had a comfortable spot to sleep in the
storeroom and I don't think I've eaten better since I left the Cyrist Farm.
Even though she'll give Jess all kinds of hell about some little thing he's
forgotten to do, her eyes always soften when he comes into the room. And her
brow creases with worry when he struggles with tasks around the store that were
a lot easier when he was thirty-five than they are four decades later when his
hands are twisted with rheumatism.


She shakes her head as she looks me up and down. "I'll
get Jess up and we'll see what can be done with you. Stay there on the
mat."


She's still muttering something under her breath when she
comes back out of the bedroom a few seconds later, heading into the kitchen.


 Jess is right behind her. He's a tall man—he may even
have been taller than I am when he was young—but the years have hunched him
over. What little hair he has left is pure silver. It's standing up in odd
little tufts on his head right now, a very different look from the meticulously
groomed, dapper man who stands behind his tobacco counter during the day.


He pushes his glasses onto his face and gives me a long
look. His blue eyes are concerned, but he laughs. "I suppose you're gonna
tell me the other fellow looks worse?"


"No. All three of them got away without so much as a scratch. The club the short bastard was
swinging might have cracked when it met my skull, though."


He snorts and shakes his head. "You need to sit
down—no, no, not there. Amelia'll kill us both if you
get blood on her sofa. Come into the kitchen. She's not gonna be satisfied
until we get you bandaged up."


"Kate—"


"Was here just before the store
closed up at eight. She thought you might've stopped by to let me know
about the job and lost track of time. That was more than an hour ago, so I
imagine she's plenty worried by now. Where did this happen?"


"An alley off of Harrison. Just after dark."


"Hmmm…surprised Kate didn't see you on her way
home."


"Yeah, well, unlike me, Kate's smart enough not to take
a shortcut through the alley." That's likely true, although not the full truth.
Kate didn't have to walk more than twenty feet to get to the store, since she
set up a stable point out back months ago.


"Well, least they left you your pants, boy. How much
money were you carrying?"


"More than I wanted to lose. But they also got my gear
and my dad's medallion." The sinking feeling hits the pit of my stomach
again as I think about the CHRONOS key.


Jess tsks once and tips my head to
the side a bit so that he can see the knot.


Amelia appears beside him, holding a bottle of whiskey and a
dampened handkerchief. I hiss as the cloth touches the cut.


"Oh, stop being such a baby," she says, but she
moves her hand so that she's dabbing the cloth around the edges of the cut now,
rather than dead against it. She motions with her head toward the collection of
photographs carefully arranged on the mantel and on the bookshelves in the
parlor. "I tended to three sons and five grandsons and several girls who
managed to get into as many scrapes as the boys. I think I know what I'm doing.
You've got gravel or glass or something in there. It's hard to see for all that
hair. And you might as well take off those britches and let me see if I can
salvage them. They're likely ruined, but I'll do what I can about that tear
tomorrow and try to get the blood out."


Ten long, torturous minutes later, the cut on my head is
clean and Amelia has bandaged it, along with one I didn't even realize I had on
my knee, where the pants were torn. I'm dressed in some of Jess's old clothes—a
bit too loose at the waist, but a pair of suspenders takes care of that. I'm
still barefoot, because my feet won't fit into any shoes Jess owns. And even
though I lied and said I'd already eaten, I've been fed a thick sandwich of
leftover bacon and cheese, along with a glass of milk and an oatmeal cookie.
Amelia tried to talk me into staying overnight in the storeroom, but finally
threw her hands up and huffed off to bed when I insisted that I needed to get
home.


"Are you sure you can walk back, son?" Jess asks
in a low voice after she's closed the bedroom door behind her.


Truthfully, I'm not entirely sure, even though I'm feeling
much better. I plan on taking the same shortcut Kate did, however, now that I'm
clear-headed enough to use the CHRONOS key without the risk of landing God knows
where.


"I'm okay," I say, glancing at the clock on the
mantel. "And I need to get going. Kate will be worried."


I slide the wooden chair back from the table and take two
steps toward the door. A wave of dizziness and nausea passes through me, nearly
driving me to my knees.


"Whoa there, boy." Jess
reaches out and grabs me, holding me steady, his gnarled hands surprisingly
firm on my shoulders. "I don't think you're going any further than the
couch."


It's not the head injury. At least, I don't think it is.
I've felt this sensation several times before, but never this strong.


I stagger backward and Jess eases me onto the sofa as the
room shifts. The changes are tiny, almost imperceptible. A doily on the table
near the door seems to evaporate. The clock in the middle of the mantel is the
same and the hands still say it's nine twenty-seven.
One of the photographs to the right of the clock, however—a picture of a girl
maybe seven or eight years old—disappears. All of the other pictures slide an
inch or so to the right. Some of the photos have small changes, too—a girl who
wears braids instead of curls, a boy who's lost his coat.


Someone is mucking about with the timeline. And this doesn't
feel like a minor adjustment.


Jess sucks in his breath and now it's my turn to grab him.


"What's wrong? Are you okay? Jess?"


He doesn't answer, just sinks down into a chair, his face
pale.


"Jess?" He still doesn't
respond. My voice rises, panic seeping in. "Jess!" He looks like he's
having a stroke or something. I'm about to call for Amelia when he grabs my
arm.


"That curtain. I saw it change right in front of my
eyes." He jerks his head toward the wall behind him. "And how many
samplers are over there?"


I glance at the framed embroidery pieces on the parlor wall,
each with a different picture or quotation, and count them. They do look
different, although I'd be hard pressed to say how they've changed.


"Five," I say.


Out of the corner of my eye, I see the bedroom door open.
Amelia is looking at Jess, her face filled with worry.


"There were six a minute ago. Two rows of three."
His voice is stronger now. "One from each of my
granddaughters. They made them as a Christmas gift two years back.
Remember, Amelia?"


She crosses over to where he's seated and crouches down next
to him, peering into his eyes. "Jess. You're
scaring me. You know we have ten grandchildren. A matched set—five boys and
five girls."


"Name 'em," he demands. "The girls. Name the girls for me."


She gives me a worried glance and then does as he asks. "Gladys, Mildred, Florence, and Ruth. And Amelia, named
after me."


He shakes his head. "And Irene.
Mary's oldest girl is Irene. She helped out in the shop until they moved to
Springfield. They had Irene and then Henry, Jr. and then Elmer."


"Jess, what is wrong with you? Mary has two boys. She
had Henry, Jr. the year after she married in…let me see, 1889. Maybe you're
thinking of Arnold Shelly's girl. Her name is Irene. Or maybe it's Eileen, I
can't remember."


"No." Despite the fear in his eyes, there's a
stubborn set to his jaw. "Irene. You met her in the store once, Kiernan,
when Mary's family was here last Christmas. She's about a year younger than
Kate. Blonde hair, pretty girl. She was fluttering her
eyes at you until I told her you were spoken for." He looks back at Amelia,
and his voice is shaking as he speaks. "Irene,
not Eileen. Mary's girl. Dear God, woman, what
kind of grandmother forgets her own granddaughter?"


Amelia gives him a hurt look and turns toward me. "What
happened to him? Do you know?"


Yes, I know. Something about this time shift means that Jess
is down one grandchild. He shouldn't remember the girl any more than Amelia
does. But I was leaning against him as the shift happened, and he was a hair's
breadth away from the CHRONOS key.


 I shake my head firmly. "I was getting up to
leave and something just seemed to come over him."


Jess's eyes narrow and I can tell he's calling me all sorts
of traitorous names in his head.


"Can you help me get him to bed, Kiernan?" she
asks. "Maybe a good night's sleep…"


I nod and grab his elbow, but he yanks his arm away from me.


"I can get myself to bed. You go on home."


I turn to Amelia. "Would you get him a glass of water?
And see if you can find him some aspirin."


She would normally huff at me for bossing her about in her own
house, so I'm a bit surprised when she gives me a frightened half nod and heads
into the kitchen.


I follow Jess into their room and find him sitting on the
edge of the bed. Although he still seems shaken, he's more
angry than anything else.


"I told you, I'm fine," he says.


"I know you are, Jess," I say in a low voice.
"Listen, I've got to check on Kate, but you're not going mad, okay?
Irene—well, you do remember her. So do I. Amelia's not going to believe you,
however, and if you keep talking about it, they'll be carting you off to
Danvers in a straightjacket. I'll explain it all tomorrow, but we can't talk
about it in front of Amelia."


"Why not? What happened to me?
To both of us, 'cause I know you saw it, too."


Amelia's silhouette blocks the glow of the lamp from the
parlor. I glance over my shoulder, and then turn back to him.


"Jess, I think you need to listen to Mrs. Jessup.
Everything will be much clearer after a good night's sleep. You were probably
half asleep when I came in, and this is just the tail-end of a dream you were
having."


He gives me a long, hard stare. "Could
be. I guess that could be. But you be sure
and stop by the store tomorrow. I need a hand with that shipment of Black
Cavendish that came in today."


I nod and squeeze his shoulder. "I'll be there, Jess. I
promise. Get some sleep and I'll stop by to help you in the morning."


Amelia walks me to the front door, her fingers worrying at
the tip of the braid hanging over her shoulder. "I'm sorry about your
head, Kiernan, but I'm awfully glad you were here tonight. You seem to have
calmed him down." She raises one thin hand and rests it against my cheek
for just a moment. "Thank you."


As she closes the door, I catch one more look at her braids
and realize that the bows at the end are now red, not blue. I just stand there
for a moment, stunned, wondering what element of the time shift trickled down
to change the color of the ribbons that Amelia Jessup chose tonight.
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I'm still dizzy, either from the blow to the head or the
time shift or both, and I keep a firm grip on the iron railing. I make it to
the bottom step, then turn my back to the sidewalk and reach down the front of
the borrowed pants, yanking the CHRONOS key free of the bandage on my thigh.
Even though the streets are mostly empty this late, I'm glad Jess has an extra
few inches at the waist so that I can grab the medallion without having to drop
trousers.


I pull up my room on the display, setting the time for a few
minutes before eight, about when Jess said Kate left the store. The lamp isn't
lit, which means she's probably not there, but Jess might have had the time a
bit off. And if I beat her back to the apartment, she'll have less time to
worry. She's going to have a few dueling memories of the past hour or so, but
at least this will minimize the confusion.


I blink once to initiate the jump, and nothing happens.
Taking a deep breath, I try again, hoping that the multiple jumps at my
audition haven't drained me to the point where I'll have no choice but to walk
home.


This time when I open my eyes, I'm in the apartment, a few
feet away from the bed, which Kate straightened at some point during the day.
In the dim light of the medallion, I see the quilt is pulled up and the pillows
are fluffed. Her phone and a copy of Conan Doyle's Hound of the Baskervilles
sit on the nightstand, next to the open tin of mints.


I change out of the borrowed clothes and toss them into the
corner of the room that Kate cordoned off as a makeshift closet. Then I stretch
out on my side of the bed, closing my eyes. Something feels off and I open them
again a second later. There's a faint buzzing sound, almost like a fly in the
room. I sit up and light the lamp to get a better look, but I don't see
anything. And although that could be the result of having my head whacked about
earlier, I keep my eyes open just the same.


A few minutes later, I'm starting to worry, both about
Kate's absence and the possibility that the damage to my head is greater than
I'd thought. While Kate might have jumped straight to Katherine's house when
she left the store, I can't remember her ever leaving her phone here, let alone
leaving it out in the open like this. That bloody thing is a permanent
appendage; even here in my time when there's no signal she seems to feel lost
without it.


As for my head, the buzzing noise is constant. It increases
every now and then, eventually fading a bit but never letting up entirely. And
the nausea I felt during the time shift is still lurking in the pit of my
stomach, bad enough at one point that I drag the basin from under the bed, just
in case the sandwich and cookie that Amelia fed me decide to make a hasty exit.


I curse myself for not dialing back to seven o'clock rather
than eight, because it doesn't seem likely that I can make another jump tonight.
Even though I'll have to wait for Kate to come to me, at least I can use the
medallion to figure out when she left.  I scan the CHRONOS display for
this room at seven, when Kate should have been waiting here. The room is dim,
with only a tiny bit of sun coming in, but the apartment seems empty. Then the
picture blurs and I can see her momentarily, sitting on the edge of the bed,
before it blurs again and the room is empty. I shake the medallion, even though
I know it's more likely a problem with my head than with the CHRONOS key. I
look back about half an hour, and again see the bed, the room a bit brighter in
the daylight. The Conan Doyle book is fully open, and the display on the phone
next to it is lit up like it is when Kate checks the time or plays a game. I
watch for a few minutes and the picture flutters several times, and I see a
blurry afterimage stretched out on the bed. Later, a stray breeze flips a page
in the book.


I scroll to locate the stable point for Kate's room, the
only room at Katherine's house that I have set on my key. The display doesn't
waver at all, even though the stable point seems to fade in and out. It's
weird. I've never seen the key act this way and I wonder if it was damaged when
I was mugged. The image stabilizes for a moment, and I catch a brief glimpse of
Kate's room. The curtains are pulled and there's no light. If she's at
Katherine's, she's somewhere else in the house.


Slowly, being careful of my aching head, I slide to the
floor and reach under the bed, prying up the loose floorboard. Maybe she left a
note in the diary? I'm grasping at straws now; she's never left a note there
before and sure enough, there's nothing new. The buzzing noise peaks again and
I feel this odd tingle, almost like an electrical charge running through my
body. And then, as quick as it came, the sensation is gone and the buzzing
levels off.


I toss the diary onto the bed next to the Conan Doyle book.
Then, I reach back under the floorboards. I move the little box that holds the
rest of my cash from the Marvin Hart bet and grab another bandage and a small
plastic bag, pushing the dozen or so pills inside the bag around with my finger
until I locate two of the round red tablets Kate takes when she has a headache.
I dry swallow them, wishing I had some water to wash away the slightly sweet
aftertaste, but there's none in the room and I'm not up for a trek down the
hall. I reach for the open tin of mints, not even looking, and my fingers hit
the top of the container. I stare at the box for long time. It was open when I
arrived. Wasn't it?


The odd tingle hits me again, disconcerting, almost painful,
but fleeting. My peripheral vision catches a movement to the right of me. When
I turn everything is in the same place. Even though there's no one in the room,
I still can't shake the feeling I'm not alone.


Is paranoia a side effect of concussion?


The medallion is still in the palm of my hand and I pull up
today at 12:20, ten minutes before the alarm on the cell phone went off. It's
no longer a matter of idly wondering what time Kate left. I need to see her,
even if I can't reach her.


The room is so dark that I can barely make out our shapes in
the bed. Kate's head is near my shoulder, her left hand on my chest. I pull in a
shaky breath, relieved, and then the image distorts, and I can't see her. I'm
there, but she's not.


I scan a few minutes back and stare at the display,
unwilling to look away until she appears. Finally, I see her body next to mine
in the bed, a few strands of her hair crisscrossing my arm. I snap my eyes shut
instantly, silently praying that I can make the jump. But it's wasted effort.
I'm rooted to this time and whatever is going on, I can't change it. I can't
warn her.


For the next twenty minutes, I can barely move, barely
breathe. Although I hear the buzz occasionally and look toward the sound, I
don't see anything unusual. Then I catch a movement out of the corner of my
eye. It's Kate, standing by the window. At least I think it's her, until I turn
my head and nothing is there.


All I can do is wait for the time
shift. And hope against hope that I'm wrong, that wherever and whenever Kate
may be at nine-twenty seven tonight, she's under the protection of a CHRONOS
medallion.


That reminds me that we're down one key now, thanks to the
muggers in the alley. Except…they weren't muggers. That fact hits me all at
once, with total certainty. The timing is much too close to be coincidence.
Someone wanted me to have no memory of the previous timeline.


But why?


The buzzing picks up again, the sound moving first toward
the door, then back toward the bed. For a moment, it looks like the door jumps
out at me. And it's not a single buzz now. I hear three or four separate
noises, each a slightly different pitch.


There's a momentary ripple of shadow and color at the room's
center and for the tiniest second, I think I see a hand. Kate's
hand, reaching toward me. But before that thought even registers, I see
that nothing's there.


The noise soars until it's nearly a roar. I pull my arms up
to my ears to shield myself from the deafening whine. I crouch, eyes closed,
head down, until the sound tapers off and the room is totally, eerily silent.


I look up, and as I do, I realize something isn't right with
the door. It's pulled shut, but the frame is cracked near the deadbolt and it's
off the top hinge. The wood was old, so I never had any illusions that the
deadbolt would stop a determined intruder. Its only purpose was to give us a
few minutes' warning. I push myself up to standing so I can get a closer look.
Although it's just four steps from the bed to the door, before I'm halfway
there, I see the odd rippling effect and the door is whole again. There's no
cracked frame and it's firmly on both hinges.


I reverse quickly until the back of my legs bumps the edge
of the bed and half sit, half fall onto the mattress. I stay there for a
moment, and then run my fingers across the CHRONOS key—it's nine twenty-four.
I've never jumped back after a timeline shift to the point just before the change,
so I'm not sure what to expect. I brace myself and count down the seconds to
nine twenty-seven, never quite taking my eyes off that door.


Nine twenty-seven comes and goes, without the gut-punch that
usually follows a time shift. I slowly release the breath I've been holding.


And that's when I see it. Or rather, I don't see it.
Kate's phone is gone. Her pillow, the squishy one she brought from her time, is
also gone, along with the tin of mints. The diary is still there, on top of the
Conan Doyle book where I tossed it earlier. So is her dress, still hanging from
its hook. I frantically search the space under the
floorboard, but it's empty, aside from a few odds and ends of my own. I glance
around, and aside from the diary and the dress, every trace of Kate's existence
has vanished from the room.


I don't know how long I sit there, my mouth moving, but no
sound coming out. After a moment, I lean my head back and look up at the
ceiling, the same dull, stained gray as the walls, and that's what totally breaks
me.


Not a single one of Kate's stars remains in our sky.


∞


Green light coming from the corner of the dark room wakes
me. I'm in bed, although I can't recall getting here. My eyes are swollen and
my vision still blurry from sleep, but I see a shape with long dark curls
emerge from behind the curtain in the corner.


I suck in a breath. "Bloody
hell, where have you—"


My eyes have adjusted a bit and I see it's not Kate. It's
Prudence. And, unfortunately, it's not a young Pru. The younger versions are a
lot easier to handle. I can't tell for certain in the glow from her CHRONOS
key, but I'd say this Pru is as old as I've ever seen her. Thirty-five,
maybe. If past experience holds true, I'll need to watch my step to
avoid setting her off.


Why didn't she send a younger version of herself like she
usually does? Maybe she's finally wised up and realized that reconciling so
many conflicting memories is turning her brain to mush. Or maybe she's so far
gone by this point that she doesn't care.


Pru tilts her head to the side and eyes me with suspicion.
"Were you expecting someone else, Kiernan?"


"I was dreaming, Pru. Thought you
were me mum at first."


Starting out with a crack about her age might not
have been best move. For a few seconds, her expression reminds me of this
character in one of the Harry Potter movies I watched with Kate. I can't
remember the name, but she was one of the bad witches, dancing through a field
of flames, screaming that she'd killed Harry's uncle or something. The fact
that Pru is in a black dress and her hair looks like it hasn't seen a comb in
several days makes the likeness downright creepy.


Her eyes flash daggers at me as she reaches behind her back
and gets a handful of red fabric. She yanks the curtain downward, ripping out
both of the nails and a bit of plaster from the wall, before dropping it to the
floor.


"I should be the one asking where in bloody hell you've
been." She sits down on the edge of my bed, resting her hand on my foot.
"You knew we had an adjustment scheduled. You were supposed to report to
Estero."


I sit up as an excuse to pull my foot away. Her thumbnail
scrapes across my ankle as I do. I've no clue what's been changed in this time
"adjustment," as she likes to call them, aside from the possible
removal of Kate. My jaw tightens at that thought. There's no way I'm accepting
that Kate no longer exists. Maybe the time shift just keeps us from meeting?


"Kind of hard to get to Estero when my key's been
stolen, Pru. The last thing I remember is getting my head bashed in the alley
by a bunch of thugs. They took my stuff, including my medallion. I'm not even
sure how I got here."


She lets out a dramatic sigh. "I had no idea! I told
Simon to peek in on you a few hours ago when you didn't arrive. All he could
see was shadows through something red, so he called me." She points to the
curtain, now strewn across the floor. "Why was that thing blocking the
view?"


"How would I know? I don't remember putting it up, Pru.
If I did, it's probably because I don't like Simon or anyone else watching me
while I sleep."


The main reason I put it up was Kate's distrust that Pru
would keep clear of us. I made Pru erase the stable point she'd set for this
room from her CHRONOS medallion when she found out about Kate—my equivalent of
asking her to return the key to my apartment, I guess. The curtain was just a
bit of insurance. You can't hear what's going on when you preview a stable
point before a jump—just see it—so a curtain actually afforded us a bit of
privacy. Pru must have had Simon or someone break in and reset it. Probably
when they busted down my door…something my mind still insists happened, even
though I can see that the frame is unbroken.


"Listen, Pru, my head's killing me. I think I have a
concussion or something. It's like my memory…parts of it are there. I mean, I
remember you. I remember us, but…"


While I hope she'll think this is from my not being under a
CHRONOS field when the shift happened, much of it's the honest truth. My head
throbs every time I move it and even harder when I try to concentrate. And I do
remember more than I'd like—definitely more than Kate would like—about
Prudence. Although that relationship was at least a dozen years ago for this
version of Pru, it was only two years ago for me. Back then, she was just a
confused kid who felt betrayed by her family, and unsure of the role she was
expected to play in building this grand new Cyrist future her father was
planning. She was frequently angry in those days—that seems to be a fairly
persistent personality trait for Pru—but there was also a
certain vulnerability. Crazy wasn't added to the mix until later. Still,
I'm amazed her mind is functional at all. Who knows how many different sets of
memories she's juggling in her head at this age?


Pru slides closer to me, holding her medallion up to my head
like a flashlight and pushing my hair out of way so that she can pull up the
corner of the bandage. "God, Kiernan. That needs stitches or it's going to
scar. There was no cause for him—for whoever did this—to hit you that
hard."


"It'd be difficult to knock me unconscious with gentle
tap on the head, Pru. And I wouldn't have let them take my stuff without a
fight."


"Have you seen a doctor? Who patched you up?"


"I don't know." There's no way I'm mentioning
Jess. I'm not sure whether Prudence knows I'm still in contact with him, and
the last thing I need is her snooping around right now, when he has memories of
a timeline that he shouldn't even know exists.


"I can't remember much of anything," I repeat.
"I remember getting hit in an alley. I don't know how I got there. And
everything about the past year or so is bits and pieces. I remember you. Nuevo Reino. Simon. My mom…she died." I'm sure of it in the
other timeline, but as I speak, I feel a tiny spark of hope as I realize that
may have changed. "Right?"


Prudence nods. "About a year
ago." Her eyes narrow a bit as she speaks, deepening the creases at
the edges. I suspect she's thinking about our last, very unpleasant, conversation
on the issue of my mother's death and trying to gauge how much of that I
remember, so I keep my face as neutral as I can.


"And today is…?"


"July…" She runs her hand over the top of her key
to check the date. "It's July 14th. You're saying the last year
is a blank?"


I shake my head, wincing when the throbbing increases.
"No. Like I said, I remember some things. It's like a jigsaw with a bunch
of pieces missing. We had a fight. I don't know why, though."


There's a long pause, and then she moves closer.


"Just a silly lover's quarrel.
You don't remember any of it?"


"No," I say, even though I remember every detail
of that conversation.


She smiles slightly, then runs her
hand along the side of my face. Her eyes are too wide, too bright, her
expressions exaggerated like she's performing on stage. I flinch at her touch, then remind myself I need to put up with it. If Kate's
somewhere out there, and I have to believe that she is,
Prudence probably knows where. Sticking close to Pru is the best chance I've got
of finding Kate.


Pru moves even closer, sliding her hand down to my chest.
"We cleared that up months ago, babe. It was all my
fault. I told you I wanted to see other people—that we should take a break. I
was wrong. I figured that out pretty quick. You were right when you said we
belong together."


The words are correct, but she's managed to flip the
conversation entirely on its head. I can still see her standing in the corner—a
much younger Pru, barely twenty years old—screaming You're
mine, damn you. You can't leave me. We belong together, before her
pride finally kicked in and she told me to go to hell.


"We do belong together, Kiernan," she continues
when I don't respond, turning in toward me and pulling her leg up over mine.
"It's always been you."


I've seen that look in her eyes many times before. While
it's tinged with more than a bit of madness now, I'm sure that if I give her
even the slightest encouragement, she'll be out of that black dress, determined
to kiss and make up. Among other things. That's
definitely not going to happen, but I need to stall as long as possible before
I let her in on that bit of information.


I place my hands on her shoulders and push back, just the
tiniest bit. "Pru—no."


Her eyes narrow and then she shoves me, hard. The back of my
head whacks against the wall behind the bed. Even though it's not the spot that
was injured, the impact still has me reeling.


"Damn it, Pru! Why'd you do that?"


She just stares at me, her face morphing from anger to
confusion to remorse in a matter of seconds. And these expressions look
genuine, heartfelt, unlike the clownish ones she's been wearing. It's almost
like watching a small child who hasn't learned how to hide her emotions.


Then she takes a deep breath and her mask is back up.
"I'm sorry. I…you frightened me for a moment."


The hell I did. She was just pissed that I said no.


So I rephrase, very carefully. "Please let me finish,
Pru. I want to make this right with you, but I can barely remember the past
year. My head feels like it's been trampled by a herd of elephants. I'm still
covered in blood and mud and god knows what else. I need a shower, sleep, food,
aspirin—or something stronger if I can get it. Maybe then I'll remember more
and we can…talk."


She stares at me for a long time before she speaks.
"You're right. Let's get you to Nuevo Reino.
June can check out your head and repair any damage. There's a lot going on
right now and we need you back on your feet."


Nuevo Reino—or the Farm, as most
of us call it—has been the main Cyrist compound since the early 1900s. My mum
and I were among the small group of Cyrists who merged with a larger group
called the Koreshan Unity, when they relocated to a
remote settlement in Florida in 1895, a few months before I turned ten. A guy by
the name of Cyrus Teed was the leader of the group and he called the place New
Jerusalem. I don't know if Saul chose the name Brother Cyrus with this guy in
mind or if it was just a wild coincidence, but Cyrus Teed was one of the more
convincing self-proclaimed messiahs of the late 1800s. Several hundred people,
mostly women, handed over all their worldly goods and followed him into a
mosquito-ridden swamp. They even gave up sex and family life. In exchange,
Cyrus—or Koresh, as he called himself—promised to take care of their basic
needs and, if they were really, really good they'd become immortal.


Mum was just happy to get away from Chicago after my father
died, and I'm guessing she thought the change would be good for me, too. The
Farm wasn't a bad place to grow up, really. The Koreshans
were pretty big on education and the arts, and I never minded the outside
chores that some of the other kids grumbled about. Teed had some weird beliefs,
like the earth being hollow with everyone living on the inside, but we rarely
saw him, and most of the people seemed pretty normal. Nice,
even.


Teed died suddenly when I was twelve, presumably at the
hands of some non-believers from Ft. Myers. There were plenty around who didn't
like the group or Teed, including local law enforcement, and no one was ever
charged. The Koreshans put his body in a metal
bathtub and kept watch around the clock, waiting for Teed to rise up from the
dead as he'd promised. Three days later, Prudence used her CHRONOS key to
"magically" appear just behind the tub where Teed was ripening fast.
Claiming to be the new incarnation of Cyrus, Prudence scooped up the land, the
money, and the followers. It was a smooth, painless coup for everyone other
than Koresh and handful of his most devout followers. The others fell into
line, and by the late 1960s, Cyrist International was the largest landowner in
the state of Florida.


Teed once vowed his New Jerusalem would eventually be home
to ten million followers. That was actually an underestimate, but his people
follow a new Cyrus now.


I nod toward the medallion, which hangs from Prudence's neck
by a long gold chain. "Getting to the Farm is going to be a problem.
First, I don't have a key."


She flashes me a triumphant grin, reaching into her pocket
and producing a second medallion attached to a thick silver chain.
"Problem solved."


CHRONOS keys look alike, for the most part. They're round
and flat, sized to fit comfortably in the palm of your hand. If you have the
genetic ability to work the thing, you see a colored light, which is a
different color for everyone. It's blue for Kate, and green for me. There's an
hourglass in the middle, with sand going from one side to the other in a
continuous loop. Someone without the gene sees a plain bronze-colored medallion
with a static hourglass in the middle.


So, to the casual observer, the key Prudence handed me is no
different than the one Kate gave me, currently hidden under a bandage and two
layers of clothing. Still, I'd be able to pick this specific medallion out of
any lineup. The chain is new, but this was my da's
key. I've worn it every day since his death when I was eight. They didn't even
bother to clean it—there's still a smudge of grease along the edge from the
cuffs I wore in the magic act.


I don’t ask Prudence how she managed to get her hands on my
key, but just go on with what I was saying before she gave it to me.
"Second, there's no way I can make a jump in this condition. I need rest.
It's not happening before tomorrow. Maybe not even
then."


Even though that's probably an exaggeration, I have some
things I need to take care of here in Boston before I go.


Pru is silent for a moment. Then she stands up and snatches
the medallion out of my hand.


"Shouldn't you leave the key?" I ask.


"Why? So that you can lose another
one?"


My jaw tightens but I don't respond.


"I'll send June back in the morning. With a key, for
when you're able to travel. Founder's House, nineteen-hundred hours,
five-thirty, twenty-thirty. Don't dawdle. We need
everyone on deck."


That's 7:00 p.m. on May 30, 2030 at the main residence.
Which probably means Saul will be there, too. I've only had the pleasure of his
acquaintance on two occasions, neither of them actually pleasant. He humors me
because of Prudence. Otherwise, I'd have been written off long ago as too
genetically flawed to be of interest.


"Something big going on?"
I ask.


"Yes. This should double our numbers and get a few
leaders situated. Patterson's hands are tied where she is now—that guy who said
the vice-presidency isn't worth a pitcher of warm spit was right."


"So, why do you need me? It sounds like your dominos
are all in place."


"Most of them, yes. But we never know exactly where
those dominos will fall, do we? This isn't an exact science. You'll be helping
Simon monitor a few…developments." Prudence picks up her CHRONOS key and
brushes her fingers over the top to activate it. "And try to keep him in
line this time, okay? We don’t need another Cincinnati."


I run a quick mental calculation and decide that I probably should
remember that disaster, at least as far as Prudence knows. "No, we don't.
But why am I stuck with Simon-sitting?"


Simon and I have barely spoken for well over a year. And
while my relationship with Kate made the situation worse, my tolerance for his
asinine behavior was wearing thin long before she was in the picture.


"You're not still worked up over that silly squabble,
are you? The two of you patched that up, whatever it was, months ago. Simon was
so worried when you didn't show up yesterday."


It's hard not to laugh. Pru used to be a half-decent liar,
but the look she's wearing now wouldn't fool a baby.


"Really?" I say.
"Maybe Simon's finally growing up, then."


Hopefully my lying-face is better than hers, because I have
very serious doubts on that front. I might be willing to believe that he's
bored without me around, but Simon only worries about Simon. Although he'll
sometimes pretend concern for Prudence's welfare, I doubt it's out of any real
affection for her. More likely, he's just sucking up.


"Simon is what Simon is," Pru says with a shrug.
"I trust you'll keep an eye on him."


I suspect what she really means is that Simon will be
keeping an eye on me. But if I find out he had anything to do with my
misadventure in the alley, I'm going to kick his ass. And if he had anything to
do with Kate disappearing, he'll either help me find her or I'll do far worse
than that.


Prudence pulls up her location and it looks like she's about
to leave when something catches her eye and she moves
toward me. She stares at my foot, which is resting on the edge of the mattress,
then flicks out her index finger and scrapes something off the bottom of my big
toe with her fingernail.


She looks down at her fingertip for a moment, confused. Her eyes
narrow and she holds up the finger to show me a small, pale green glow-star
stuck to the pad.


I just stare at her, fearing my cover is blown. She was
never here after Kate put the stars up, but they sure as hell don't exist in
1905. The only way something of Kate's would still be here is if it was
protected by a CHRONOS field. If she puts the pieces
together…


Her face breaks into a smile instead. "Look, Kiernan.
It's one of the little stars we put on the ceiling last month. Before we made love. It was romantic, wasn't it?"


She peels the little star off her finger and then flips it
around, pressing the sticky side to her chest.


"I think I'll keep this. It's my lucky star."
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Jess is behind the counter when I arrive at the store, a few
minutes before nine the next morning. He's in his usual suit and tie, but his
face looks as tired as I feel and I wonder if he got any sleep. I've been
thinking through what I should tell him the entire walk over, how much I can
say without making things worse or giving him false hope. I'm still not sure.


He glances up at the door chime when I walk in, his eyes
cautious.


"Morning, Jess. Amelia
upstairs?"


"Nope. She left for the market
about twenty minutes ago. I suspect she'll be out for an hour or more, since
Martha Nellers went along and they like to gab, but I
don't know. She was pretty nervous about leaving me. I told her you'd be along
shortly. Glad to see I was right about that."


"I told you I'd come, Jess. Did you really need help
stocking the Cavendish?"


"No. Already did it. But run in the back and grab some
soda bottles. You can stock the icebox while we talk."


I push aside a couple of boxes in the storeroom and grab one
of the empty wooden soda cases, so I can stock a few bottles of each variety. I
feel an odd tug in my chest as I stick in two of Kate's favorite Clicquot Club Ginger Ale, along with assorted colas, birch
beers, and four bottles of Moxie. That Moxie stuff is truly gross, but Jess
sells a lot of it. Kate was surprised that one of the ingredients is cocaine.
That's still perfectly legal in 1905, and most likely
why people keep coming back for more even though it tastes like cheap cough
syrup.


I carry the case back out to the icebox under Jess's front
counter and kneel down to open the oak door on the bottom. Amelia uses this as
their personal icebox as well—no sense spending money for two or hauling an
extra block of ice upstairs—so I have to make room for the sodas by shuffling
around a few blocks of cheese and something wrapped in butcher paper. Judging
from the smoky scent, it's more of the bacon Amelia cooked for dinner last
night. That reminds me that I haven't eaten since the sandwich and cookie she
gave me. My stomach rumbles, but it can wait.


Jess leans against the counter, looking down at me, as I
reach over to grab a few bottles from the crate. "So," he begins,
"you want to tell me what the hell is going on?"


I sigh, trying to think where to start. "You remember
that medallion I wear? The one that belonged to my
father?" He nods, and I go on. "Well, it's not really what it
appears to be. He got it from his da, back in
Ireland. His da was…"


I shove the bottles in, a bit harder than necessary.
"Jess, I'm warning you this is gonna sound crazy. Bear with me okay?"


He doesn't say anything, just waits as I stash two more
bottles in the icebox. "My grandfather was a historian. He wasn't from
Ireland originally. He was from America. He went over in 1851 to study an Gorta Mór, the Great Famine. And he sort of got stuck
there."


"Why would a historian go over to study the Famine in
1851?" Jess asks. "Wasn't that smack dab in the middle of it?"


"It was," I answer. "He was there to observe an Gorta Mór as it happened. He'd only planned to stay a couple
of days. I know that sounds pretty stupid, since it would take weeks to get
there, but he didn't travel by ship, Jess. He traveled using that medallion.
And not just from Washington, where he lived. He was also coming from a
different time. Have you read that book by H. G. Wells? The
Time Machine?"


"No."


"Well, I know you've read all of Mark Twain, so think
about A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur's Court. Or Bellamy's Looking
Backward. It's the same basic thing—"


"Yeah, I guess, except for the little part about this
being real life and those being bullshit."


I chuckle. "It's bullshit
alright, Jess, though maybe not in the sense you mean. I think I can prove part
of it pretty easy, but it's likely to make you feel a little uncomfortable. Not
as bad as last night, but it's not fun. Are you willing?"


He furrows his brow, thinking about it, and finally gives me
a nod.


"Hold on," I say, sticking the last few bottles
into the box. "Let me get the medallion out."


"Thought you said those thugs in the alley took the
medallion."


"They did. This is a spare. Just a
minute." I get to my feet and pull the medallion out of my pocket, unwrapping the handkerchiefs that I bundled around it before
leaving the apartment. If one of Pru's spies was strolling about the
neighborhood this morning, I definitely didn't want them to see it shining
through my pants pocket. It would've been even safer to leave it taped to my
leg, but Jess is a "show me" type of guy. I knew I'd need to do some
sort of demonstration and I'd rather avoid dropping my pants to extract the
key.


I center the medallion in my palm, and then glance up at
him. "I'm not a hundred percent sure this'll work, Jess—"


He interrupts me with a snort. "That's still about a
hundred percent more sure than I am."


"No, I mean, the key—that is, the medallion—it definitely
works. I'm just not sure I'm in good enough shape to manage it again after
yesterday. But I'll give it a try…were you here in the store alone five minutes
before I arrived? Amelia had already left?"


"Yes…like I said, she left maybe twenty minutes before
you came in."


"Good." I run my fingers over the display and see
that it's 8:57:23. I set the current spot as a stable point and then pull up
the location in Jess's storeroom, a few minutes before I walked in the front
door. "I'm gonna disappear, but I'll be back in about a minute.
Maybe…maybe you should sit down?"


"I'm fine where I am, boy. Get on with whatever it is
you think you're doing."


I glance back down at the medallion, fix the location, and
blink. When I open my eyes, I'm looking at the cot where I slept for several
months last year. I turn around and push open the door.


Jess is behind the counter, arranging sticks of candy in the
jar by the register. He doesn't hear me until I say, "Hey, Jess."


He gives a quizzical glance at the bell over the door.
"Didn't hear you come in."


"I know, Jess. But you will hear me when I come
in the door, about three minutes from now." And then I pull up the stable
point behind the counter, set it for 08:57:30, and blink. It doesn't work the first
time, so I focus and try again.


I open my eyes to a rather flummoxed Jess, no longer back by
the candy jars, but near the icebox where he was standing before I made the
jump. He stares at me for a few seconds, then asks,
"You want to tell me how you did that? Just flat out disappear like
that?"


"It's the medallion. It's called a CHRONOS key. I went
back in time, Jess. Just a few minutes—that's probably all I'm capable of after
yesterday. I use the medallion in the magic act and between doing it over and
over out at Norumbega and then getting whacked on the
head, I'm worn out."


"So, you're saying it's
magic?"


It would probably be easier to explain it to him if I did
say it was magic, but that would be a lie. "No. Look at it this way—if
your grandfather had seen a telephone, or an automobile, or a moving picture,
he'd have thought those were magic, right? Even though
they're not. It's like that—only this key is from about four hundred
years in the future. In fact, almost exactly four hundred
years. Like I was saying earlier, my granddad used his medallion to
travel back to 1851 from the year 2305. Just to observe, to witness history
firsthand. He was genetically…"


I don't think genetics is even a word yet. So I take
a different track.


"My grandfather was stranded. Saul, another of these
historians—well, he sabotaged the whole group. He's got this moneymaking scheme
and he's planning on changing history, rather than just studying it. That's not
a good thing, Jess, and some of us are trying to stop him. What you felt last
night was him changing something. I'm not sure what, but it must have been a
pretty big change. And it affected your family somehow."


"So you're saying that's why I remember Irene, and also
kind of don't remember her. The way I remember you walking out of that
storeroom earlier, and I also can remember that it didn't happen, that the
first time I saw you since last night was when you walked in through the front
door."


"Yes, that's about right. And it's not just Irene. I
suspect there are gonna to be cases where someone walks in this shop and you
know him—you've known him your whole life, but you'll also remember a past
where he never existed."


"Why doesn't Amelia remember? This change affected her,
too. This would be a whole lot easier if she didn't think I was losing my
wits."


"Sorry about that, Jess. You were helping me—the shift
happened when I stood up too fast. You grabbed me, and I guess you were in the
CHRONOS field, that is, in the range of the medallion. Amelia wasn't."


"So where is Irene?"


I shake my head. "I don't know. I'm not sure she exists
anymore. It sounds like something happened and your daughter only had two kids,
the boys, and not Irene."


"Then you have to make them fix it, change it back.
Tell your people that—"


I laugh bitterly as I get to my feet. "They're not my
people, Jess. I'm not part of this."


He grabs my shoulders. "Still, you know them, right? If
it's money they want, I don't have much, but—"


"Jess, it's not like that. No one is holding her
hostage. The people who did this don't even know Irene. They just changed
something, at some point in history, and Irene—well,
she just didn't happen in this timeline. If I had to guess, I'd say that
Mary got married a little later or married someone different, but I don't know.
Did she…um, do you know if Mary belongs to the Cyrists?"


He drops his hands from my shoulders and opens his mouth,
about to speak. And then he stops and just stares at me for a moment before
crossing over to the register. He leans over and runs his hands along one of
the shelves below the counter for a minute, then squats down, sticking his arm
farther back. I walk over to help him up, and he shakes my hand off, pushing
against the shelves with his palms to stand back up. "Damn things aren't
here," he says. "I know that's where I left them."


I start to ask what he's looking for, and then it hits me.
He's looking about for his pills, but if the glow stars Kate hung on our sky
are missing, Jess's medicine tin won't be there, either. The only things of
Kate's that are still around are those that were designed for time travel—the
diary, which has its own CHRONOS field, and the dress, which Connor rigged with
tiny booster cells that amplify any nearby CHRONOS field. The razor, her phone,
our stars and any other ordinary items Kate brought from her time are gone.


Kate watched Jess struggle with his arthritis for months
before she showed up with the little red pills, telling Jess they were her
uncle's secret formula, something he makes at his pharmacy in New York.
Although Katherine would've raised bloody hell if she'd known, Kate said the
timeline wasn't going to be altered any more than it already was just because
she made one old man's life a little easier with something his great-grandkids
will be able to buy in any corner store.


I know I should tell Jess that Kate is missing, too, and I
open my mouth to do just that, but the words won't come out. It's almost like
me saying Kate is gone will make it real. Telling Jess that Kate is missing in
this timeline won't make him feel any better—he's seen more of her in the past
year than he has his granddaughter. He's a shameless old flirt and his face
lights up like a beacon every time Kate walks in the store.


If I tell him about Kate, I'll break down. I'm pretty sure
he will, too.


I push myself up and sit on the edge of the counter.
"I'll get you some more pills, Jess, next time I see Kate. She's—she went
back down to New York to visit with her uncle this morning, so it may be a week
or so."


He shakes his head. "It's not a problem. They're around
here somewhere. Amelia probably moved the box when she was cleaning. She's
always moving my things around." He slumps down onto the stool behind the
register, and I can see his right hand tremble a bit in his lap, before he puts
the left one on top to steady it.


Jess looks back up at me, his pale
blue eyes narrowed, and finally answers the question I asked earlier. "Yeah. Mary joined the Cyrists. She's been a Cyrist for
twenty some years now. But if you'd asked me that yesterd'y,
I'd have told you 'no, she's a Methodist like me and Amelia.' And it would have
been the God's-honest truth. Does her being a Cyrist have anything to do with
Irene's disappearance, lack of existence, whatever you call it?"


"Almost certainly. The
Cyrists—"


"There are more of them now, aren't there? More than
there were before?"


I nod. "And if you'd been under a CHRONOS field six
months back when they did the first one of these shifts, you'd have a memory of
Cyrists never existing at all. Think about it, Jess—starting a bogus religion
is a surefire way to get people to follow you without question, assuming you
can find a way to get them to believe in the first place. If you had a tool
like this key, you could do some mighty impressive miracles. Prophecy is as
easy as pie if you can just jump ahead to see what happens in the future."


Jess sits there for a moment, staring at the wooden floor.
"I'm not going to pretend I understand any of this. But I don't think
you'd lie to me, boy, and
even if you were the type, I can't imagine what you'd gain from lying about
something like this. So I've really just got one question. Can this be fixed?
Or should I just get my grieving over with?"


"I wish I could answer that, Jess. I don't know. I'll
try. I can promise you that much. But there's no guarantee that things'll go back the way they were, even if I can stop
Saul—the guy who's behind all this. A single change made way back has these
ripple effects…" My stomach rumbles again, loud enough for Jess to hear
this time.


 "You can't do anything on an empty stomach.
There's some biscuits left over from breakfast upstairs. Or grab something from
the shelf."


I shake my head. "I'm fine. But you need to be careful,
okay Jess? You can't be talking about this to anyone. Just tell Amelia you're
better, that you must have been half asleep or something." I lift the hair
off my forehead and tap the bandage Amelia applied last night. "The
Cyrists did this. They don't know about the spare medallion and they wanted a
quick and easy way to erase my memory. Talk too much about all of this and it
might attract attention. I don't want you or Amelia to be in any danger."


"You won't get any argument from me. Amelia's worried
enough as it is. She'll be calling in doctors if I say much more about Irene. I
just wish there was something I could do other than sit here and wait."


Another rumble from below, even louder.
A ghost of a smile tugs Jess's mouth up on one side.


"Okay, okay," I say, sliding off the counter.
"I'll grab some cookies or something."


I walk across the store to where Jess stocks the packaged
foods and look over the half dozen brands of cookies—Uneeda
Biscuits, Sugar Wafers, Zu Zu
Gingersnaps. Fig Newtons sound good, so I grab a box.
On second thought, they sound really good. I'm just reaching for another box
when the little cow-bell over Jess's door rings, signaling a visitor.


A husky guy in a dark suit steps over to the counter.
"Two packs of Duke's Cameos, please."


The man's back is to me, but something about him is
familiar. Jess has already found the brand and is ringing him up before I
realize the customer is Simon.


I clench my fists hard, because my first instinct is to
pummel him until he tells me what he knows. That may have worked when we were
kids, but it's probably not the wisest move right now.


Simon gives me a look out of the corner of his eye when I
approach the counter.


As Jess hands him his change, I reach into my pocket and
pull out two dimes. "Just these two boxes of cookies,
Mr. Jessup."


Jess is about to tell me to put the money away, as he always
does. But between my expression and the fact I haven't called him Mr. Jessup in
ages, he just nods and sticks the money in the register.


"Tell Mrs. Jessup I'm sorry I missed her. I'll stop
back by in a day or two. You take care, okay?"


"You do the same," Jess says, as I follow Simon
out the door.


 


∞


"Hubba hubba,
look at the gams on this sexy mama." Simon leans
against the side of the building, staring at the card he's just pulled from one
of the cigarette packs.


No one says hubba hubba in 1905, or gams.
Or sexy mama, for that matter. Simon prides
himself on being a walking anachronism.


"Why are you here, Simon? And since when do you smoke
cigarettes?" He'll puff the occasional cigar when he wants to act like a
big shot, but smoking is one of the few vices Simon actually avoids.


He drops the pack of cigarettes to the sidewalk and crushes
it under his heel. "I don't. I just buy these for the old-timey porn."
He holds up the card so that I can see a woman, who could easily make two of
the skinny actresses from Kate's time, clad in tights and a leotard.


He smacks his lips. "Now that's a woman you could
really sink your teeth into."


I don't think Simon actually bites the women who are
desperate enough to have sex with him, but I couldn't guarantee it. Not
something I want to think about, either way.


"And I could ask what you're doing here, Kierney, since Prudence said you were too injured to be out
and about." He nods at bandage on my head. "Looks like someone
whacked you good."


"Looks like," I reply amiably, while imagining how
his head would snap back if I punched him in the jaw. "No food at my place
and I was hungry. Jessup usually has a few sandwiches that his missus makes up
for sale, but she's still at the market. So I'm stuck with these."


I wedge one of the boxes of Newtons
under my arm and open the other one, then start walking down the street toward
my place while I eat the cookies. Simon follows.


"You walked over half a mile to get cookies? Yeah, well
gimme." He tries to pull the other box out from
under my arm. "You don't need two boxes."


"You sure as hell don't need them. Back off. I said I
was hungry."


He grabs two cookies from the package that's already open
and shoves them into his mouth. "These things are gross."


Of course, being Simon, he's talking with his mouth full,
and I hear Kate's voice in the back of my mind saying Pot. Kettle. Black.
That brings a tiny smile, which is quickly wiped away by the memory of last
night and the fact that the asshole who just swiped my cookies probably had
something to do with it.


"You don't like my cookies, don't eat them."


"So, you're walking all the way back to your
apartment?"


I nod. "Someone stole most of my money last night along
with my CHRONOS key. I'm not gonna catch a cab for less than a mile."


"Oh, right. That's one reason Pru sent me." He
pulls a medallion out of his pocket. "I'm supposed to give you this and
tell you to get to Farm nineteen hundr—"


"Yeah, yeah." I take the
medallion and pull the chain over my head. The grease smudge is still on the
key. "Pru already told me the coordinates."


He grabs another handful of cookies. "Well, anyway,
she's expecting you at the Farm, ASAP. Just thought I'd let you know. She says
your memory got a bit wiped?"


"Yeah. A
bit. I thought she was sending June to patch up my head."


"She didn't mention it," he says.


"Fine. Whatever.
Tell her it will be at least tomorrow, Si."


"She's gonna be pissed."


"There's no way I can use the key to travel before
then. My head is killing me. And what difference does it make to her when I go?
I'll be there at the same bloody time whether I leave Boston 1905 today,
tomorrow or next year."


"True, but this is Prudence. Just like her daddy, if
she says jump, you're supposed to jump right that second. You haven't forgotten
that much I hope."


I crumple up the empty cookie box and stuff it in my pocket,
then open the second carton. "No, I haven't forgotten that. I just don't
understand why she didn't leave me the key last night. She's acting
weird."


"Who knows? She's crazy as a damn bedbug, especially if
you end up talking to her after age thirty. Sister Prudence had half a
brain, but I make it a habit never to question Mother Prudence."


"I hope you don't let her hear you call her that,"
I say.


"God, no."


"She said you apologized, by the way, and that I
accepted. I don't remember any of that, so maybe you could run it by me
again."


"Apologized? Doesn't sound like me."


"Yeah, that's what I told her. I'm guessing it was for
Cincinnati. I don't remember much of what happened, except you almost getting
me killed."


Nearly got Kate killed, too, but I don't say that.


"Never happened," he says, shaking his head.
"That whack on the head has rattled your noggin."


I stop by the little market a few blocks from the apartment
and grab a bottle of milk, a hunk of cheddar and a loaf of bread, hoping Simon
will be gone when I come out. He's still there, with some sort of phone,
scrolling across a display. And he's not even trying to be discreet about it.
"Hey, wanna catch a Red Sox game? I was just
checking the schedule I saved—there's a double-header today I haven't seen
yet."


Simon has been on a baseball kick for the past year or so.
It's one of the only things we have in common, but I'm not in the mood to sit
in the sun for three hours, and that goes double for sitting that long with
Simon. I open the bottle of milk and take a long chug before answering.
"They're not the Sox yet. The Boston Americans are on the road the
next two weeks—either Philly or Chicago today, can't remember."


He shrugs. "So?"


I don't say anything, just tap the bandage again. "I
can't travel. Remember?"


"Fine. The Braves are in town,
right? They suck beyond measure, but since you're crippled..."


I start to correct him—Boston's other baseball team, the Beaneaters, won't be the Braves for five more years.
They'll go through two or three other really stupid team names before then. But
why bother?


"Go if you want, Simon. Me? I'm headed back to bed to
sleep this off. So if you're done playing errand boy you can trot back to Pru
and tell her I'll be along as soon as I can."


He bristles at that, pulling his medallion out of his watch
pocket. "I'm not her errand boy. I've got other work to do. I delivered
that message as a favor."


I'm not sure if he meant as a favor to me or as a favor to
Pru, but I'm not sad to see him disappear. I just wish he'd avoid doing it in
the middle of the sidewalk in broad daylight.
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Estero,
Florida


May 30, 2030– 6:45p.m.


 


Most of us still call Nuevo Reino
the "Farm," but it isn't a working farm these days. What remains is
more for show than anything else. The Farm that I remember had four or five
dozen cows, a pigpen near the barn, along with chickens and pretty much every
other form of livestock. Snakes and alligators wandered around too, so you had
to be careful walking about at night.


Only the horses remain now—not the same horses, of course,
but Pru has insisted on keeping a few in the barn since she took over after
Cyrus Teed's death a hundred and twenty-odd years
ago. While it's possible that Prudence rides these horses, too, I doubt it. The
tack hanging on the wall looks brand new and the only horse I've ever seen her
ride is the palomino stallion she bought the year I arrived at the farm. Pru
named the horse Wildfire, something Kate found hysterically funny when I told
her. She promised she'd find the song and play it for me, but we never got
around to it.


Pru rode that horse almost every day she was at Nuevo Reino. And occasionally, Older Pru would use her CHRONOS
key to come back to the Farm and take him out for a run as well. Younger Pru
would always brush him down and feed him herself. Older Pru left him saddled
and tied by the barn door. She didn't speak to anyone on those visits—just
showed up, rode the horse, and jumped back to whenever she'd come from.


I was there one afternoon when she popped in out of the blue
and snatched the reins away from her seventeen-year-old self. Her seventeen-year-old
self and I found something else to do, up in the loft. Thinking back, that
might have been Older Pru's plan all along.


There are just a few wisps of
cloud in the early evening sky when I arrive, but the grass is damp, probably
from one of those afternoon thunderstorms I remember sweeping across the Farm
when I was a kid—storms that disappeared so quickly you could almost believe
you'd imagined them.


Instead of following the path to
Founder's House, where Prudence, Saul, and the others are gathering, I hang a right and head down to the river. The only things
that I still like about the Farm are the gardens and the trail that winds along
the river, because those are the only places that are the same as when I lived
here. When you're near the river, you can forget that over a century of change
has happened, unless a plane or a delivery drone happens to fly over.


I pass Bamboo Landing and walk a
little further down the path, finally stopping at a spot overlooking the water.
The mimosa tree that used to be here is gone now and the boat tied to the
landing today is a lot smaller than the one that I used to ferry along the
river, carting visitors in from Ft. Myers to hear the weekly concerts. Although
the Koreshans were the ones who started the whole
concert thing, Prudence decided it was good public relations, so I was on the
river by ten o'clock most Sunday mornings. It was one of the chores I never
minded, especially after the Machine Shop rigged up an outboard motor so that I
could do it without Simon or one of the others tagging along to help row.


I ferried two celebrities on that
boat—Thomas Edison and Henry Ford. But the trip that is burned into my memory
took place on April 3, 1902. It was hotter than usual that week and so humid
that my shirt was stuck to my body before I'd even buttoned it up. Once the
boat got going, however, it could hit five miles per hour and I'd catch a nice
breeze.


On that particular morning, there
were maybe a dozen people waiting at the dock, all in their Sunday best. The
first to step into the boat was a middle-aged man clutching a cornet case to
his chest. Driggers never missed a Sunday. He was so
shy that he'd get this scared rabbit look if you spoke to him, but once he slid
into place with the small Koreshan orchestra, he was
a different man, his face all lit up like a lantern.


Directly behind him was Kate.


I knew it was her long before I
took her hand to help her step into the boat. Long before I saw the bracelet with
the jade and pearl hourglass charm—the bracelet I'd yanked from her arm as she
lay in the middle of the Midway Plaisance, hoping it would convince her
grandmother to rescue her.


It wasn't just that Kate looks
like so much like Pru, except for those green eyes. It wasn't just her smile or
the way she wrinkled her nose when she accidentally dragged her skirts through
the water at the edge of the pier. It was—everything. It was Kate.


She must've thought I was simple,
or else insane, but it took every bit of restraint I had to keep my reaction
down to that silly grin. I felt like lifting her off the pier and spinning her
around—ill-advised when you're in a boat. Finally knowing, after all this time,
that she made it out, that she didn't die in that awful place, that I hadn't
imagined the entire day, lifted this huge weight I didn't even realize I'd been
carrying. And while it stung at first that Kate didn't recognize me, that
wasn't a realistic expectation when I was all of eight years old and maybe half
my current height and weight the last time she saw me.


My eyes kept drifting back to her
as we waited for the other two passengers, a doctor and his wife who always
came, but always ran two or three minutes late. Driggers
was watching Kate too—a nervous glance in her direction, then back down at his
feet. No doubt he was wondering if she was Prudence, who attended two or three
concerts a year.


Once the doctor and his wife
arrived, we headed back down river. We were maybe a mile and a half in, close
to where the Caloosahatchee meets Estero Bay, when the doctor's wife turned
around and started talking to Kate about how much she enjoyed the last concert,
never even realizing she wasn't talking to Pru.


Kate smiled and nodded, but she
started running her fingers over the cord around her neck, the one that held
the CHRONOS key. I could tell she was spooked and I was pretty sure she was
just waiting until we reached Estero to duck out of sight and jump back to her
own time.


There was no way
I could let that happen.


We docked at Bamboo Landing and
began walking toward the settlement. Just as I suspected, Kate veered off the
path almost instantly. I usually led the visitors to the Arts Hall, but I
turned those duties over to Driggers, and took off
after her.


I grabbed her hand just as she was
pulling up her location on the key. A second later and she'd have been gone.
The only way to keep her from jumping away was to answer her questions. So
that's what I did. I spent the next three hours spilling my guts, telling Kate
everything I knew about the Farm, about the Cyrists, about Prudence, trying to
persuade her to trust me.


It didn't help that she had no
memory of the 1893 Fair, no memory of running through a burning hotel with a
killer on our heels. We eventually decided it must be something in her future,
even though I'd have sworn on everything holy that the Kate who stood in front
of me on the banks of the Estero that day was older than the girl from the
Expo.


Before Kate stepped into the boat
that day, I'd nearly convinced myself that my mum was right about the Cyrists.
That Da had been wrong. That the Cyrists were just
trying to avoid the greater evils coming down the pike if someone didn't take
action. That the eight-year old kid inside me who'd believed they were evil was
naïve, too young and innocent to realize that social change is rarely bloodless
and never without sacrifice. That the end justified the
means.


Talking to Kate about the Cyrists
violated the trust of everyone I knew. It also made me a traitor to the religion
my mother embraced.


None of that mattered now.


I don’t know if I loved her then,
but I do know that seeing her gave me hope. The little piece of my soul that
died when my mum dragged me back to the Cyrist Farm came roaring back to life,
and I didn't want to snuff it out again. From the moment I saw Kate on the
landing at Ft. Myers, I knew I'd do whatever it took to keep her from pulling
out that CHRONOS key and vanishing out of my life.


Now here I am nearly eighteen
months later and she's done just that—vanished. But it was through no choice of her own. And what was true back then is doubly true
today. I'll do whatever it takes to get her back.
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Franklin and Edna, two of the regional
Cyrist leaders, are waiting in the conference room when I enter. Pru is between
them, her back toward me. I can tell from the way she's standing that she's
furious, and the other two look uncomfortable.


They transfer the coordinates to
Prudence's key and she vanishes.


This is standard protocol for any
meeting with Saul. I've only seen him face to face twice, and both times,
someone entered the coordinates into my key. The first was when I was about
ten. I traveled with three other likely prospects about my age, so that we
could demonstrate our skills with the CHRONOS key before the Great Leader. The
other three kids were, like Simon, children of Prudence, probably carried to
term by a surrogate. I'm two generations removed from CHRONOS and only on one
side, so it's probably no surprise that my abilities were the weakest of the
lot. Saul barely looked at me before moving on to the next kid in line.


I'm more than happy to be ignored.
Saul's favorites have a way of becoming dead when they cease to amuse him. One
of those kids who lined up with me at ten years of age isn't around anymore.
Rumor has it Saul or maybe one of his bodyguards, snapped the guy's neck during
an argument, once he was old enough to have opinions of his own. Simon seems to
think the rewards for sucking up to Saul are worth the risk, but then he's
always had more ambition than sense.


The second meeting was just me and
Pru, supposedly a family dinner with Saul. Pru was nineteen and coming out of
her rebellious phase. It was here at the Farm, but she didn't tell me the date.
She entered the coordinates into my key and deleted the stable point as soon as
we arrived. Saul came out of his suite for all of five minutes. He glanced at
me once, tossed a few harsh words in Pru's direction that had nothing to do
with me, and slammed the door.


Pru has always known where and
when to locate Saul. Always. If she doesn't have his
coordinates, there have been some major changes within Cyrist International.


After Pru jumps away, Franklin
enters the location into my key and I blink in. The conference room I arrive at
is almost identical to the one we just left. I step away from the stable point
and two more people pop in, followed a few moments later by Franklin and Edna.
I guess the gang's all here now.


Prudence is at one end of the long
black conference table, her back to the wide glass wall with a pleasant view of
the sun setting over the ocean. That narrows the location down to the west
coast of some place near some ocean, so not exactly helpful.


Saul—or maybe I should say Brother
Cyrus, since he's in his white temple robes—sits at the other end of the
room, his eyes closed like he's praying or something. Simon's on his left and
the five regional Templars are seated around them, each in the dark suit and
gold scarf they wear when they preach. Conwell's daughter, Eve, sits to the
right of her father. I don't much care for Eve. She acts much too superior for
someone who has even fewer abilities with the CHRONOS equipment than I do.


I'm closer to Pru's end, along
with six others, all jumpers I remember from when I lived here. I can't attach
names to the other faces in the room. They're definitely not jumpers, however,
so I'm guessing maybe senior staff at Cyrist International in 2030. Or bodyguards. Saul always keeps a few of those around.


There's a strong family
resemblance among almost everyone at the table. Even the staffers and
bodyguards are Saul's grandkids or great-grandkids. They may have missed out on
the CHRONOS gene, but they still find work in the family business. It's a
complicated family tree, since most of them were born to surrogates and raised
communally. Simon once told me he has a kid who's
maybe ten years older than him, but Pru said he couldn't know that for sure.
She says Saul's the only one who really knows who's whose. Still, we all make
guesses based on skin tone, eye color, and whether they have Conwell's nose.


Simon, who seems to have been
tasked with running the meeting, calls the group to order. I'm not sure that
was necessary, since there's none of the idle chatter you might expect before a
meeting. Even with ten yards or more between Saul's end of the table and Pru's
end, the tension hangs in the air like a thundercloud. Everyone in the room
seems nervous, except Simon, but then I'd wager he's been egging both of them
on behind the scenes.


Twenty minutes into the meeting,
Saul has spoken only three times, each remark laced with a bit of poison aimed
at his daughter. Twice, Prudence responded in kind. Saul's third comment—a very
pointed reference to the fact that the Prudence here today is at least the age
of her dear old dad—seems to have shut her up, but the look she gave him spoke
volumes.


I pull my focus back to the table
and the woman who's speaking—Jeanine, the regional templar for Asia. She's a
slightly darker and plumper version of Saul.


"—we'll capitalize on seven
different prophecies in the Book that refer to the region, most notably the
Tohoku tsunami, which reads, 'In the year two thousand ten and one, the Nanbu clan must seek higher ground when Tohoku shakes the
ground and the waters swallow the earth and all th—.'"


"Use caution on that
one," Saul says. "Pushing too hard prior to the tsunami could have a
lot of impact on population size. We don't want to make too many waves."


There's a pause, and then Simon
laughs and most of the table joins him. Prudence just lifts an eyebrow—not sure
if she realizes Saul's comment is in horrid taste or if she's just too pissed
at Saul to give him any sort of support.


"All jokes aside," Saul
says, "I'm quite serious on that point. No advance warning outside of the
inner circle and play it carefully. I left that prophecy a bit vague on
purpose. I doubt most people, even in Japan, will connect a clan from the 1400s
with the territory they ruled. This way you avoid everyone wondering why you
didn't caution them—it was a matter of interpretation, after all—and you can
still claim that, in retrospect, it's a clear warning." His eyes narrow as
he looks over at Prudence. "Let me guess. You see things
differently."


Pru is silent for about two beats,
and when she finally answers, it's directed to Jeanine, not Saul. "You
might want to funnel some additional resources into the rescue and relief
funds, as penance for our failure to interpret the scripture in time. In order to avoid seeming callous or cold." Her eyes
lock onto Saul's with the last words. "More flies with honey…"


"Than with vinegar, yes. I'm sure we've all heard that one. Use your best judgment,
Jeanine."


Jeanine face grows pale as she
takes her seat. Everyone in the room knows that use your best judgment
is Saul-speak for do it my way. So, no matter what Jeanine does,
someone's gonna be pissed.


Simon slaps his palm lightly
against the table. "And we're done, unless you have something else,
Brother Cyrus?"


Saul shakes his head. "Shall
we rise for the benedic—"


Most of them are halfway to their
feet when Prudence says, "What about your own report, Simon?"


Saul and Simon ignore her and
stand, while the others all drop back into their seats like someone snipped
their puppet strings.


Simon gives Pru a wide smile.
"Not much to say really. I don't have a specific assignment, other than a
few financial details. Kiernan will be keeping me company for those. And I'll
be keeping an eye on the bigger picture, monitoring overall developments. Deciding when to launch." Saul clears his throat and
Simon quickly adds, "After Brother Cyrus has examined everything and given
the go ahead. Of course."


Saul raises his hands to begin the
Cyrist Creed and I join in with the others. The words roll off my tongue
naturally, seven short lines that a Cyrist child knows long before he can
recite the alphabet:


We choose the Way, so we are
the Blessed.


As we give to Cyrus, so shall
we prosper.


We choose the way, so we may be
Chosen.


I catch a glimpse of Prudence out
of the corner of my eye as we finish the third line. She isn't joining in the
recitation. In fact, she's still seated, her elbows on the armrests with her
hands forming a tent in front of her. She stares down at the other end of the
table, and from this angle, I can't tell whether it's Saul or Simon getting the
evil eye. Maybe both. Her head is tilted a bit to the
side, like she's trying to piece together a puzzle, and even though she seems more sane today than she usually is at this age, it doesn't
look like the puzzle solution is coming easily to her.


As we reach the "wrath and
judgment" line in the Creed, Pru's eyes open a bit wider, like she's
surprised. She snarls—a feral sound, almost a growl—and rises part of the way
from her chair. I think for a moment she's going to charge straight down the
table like a wild beast and rip someone's face off, but then she sees the men
near the door, who've taken a protective step toward Saul's end of the table.
Pru hesitates, then drops back into her seat. A few
seconds later, she pulls up a location on her key and blinks out.


Although everyone at the table
sees Pru leave, no one mentions it. The regional Templars gather in a huddle
with Simon and Saul after we finish the Creed, while the others break off into
twos and threes. At least half those who were at the table today are more loyal
to Pru than they are to Saul and they keep glancing nervously at her empty
chair.


"Want me to take a look at
that, kiddo?"


June will probably call me kiddo
when I'm old and gray, assuming both of us live that long. She's given me every
vaccination I've ever had, set my wrist when I tumbled out of the loft as a
kid, and—at least before I moved away—provided me with monthly contraceptive
pills to ensure no little Kiernans started following
me around before I was ready. I'm pretty sure she has the most impressive
house-call record of any doctor, ever, since she's tended to everyone living at
the Farm for about twelve decades.


June was by my mum's side when she
died last year, and made her as comfortable as she could. She's okay—well, as
okay as a Cyrist gets. And even though it's pretty obvious that she's Conwell's
daughter, the nose doesn't look as unfriendly on June as it does on some of the
others.


She lifts up the edge of the
bandage with one hand and makes a clucking noise. "Damn. Somebody whacked
you a good one. That needs a stitch or two. Maybe
three."


I'm not too happy about her
sticking a needle in me, but I know she's probably right and she'll give me
hell if I argue. So I follow her down the hallway and outside to the small
clinic.


She starts the clucking sound
again when she takes off the bandage. "Why didn't you come here straight
off?" She twists her exam lamp around to get a better look. "There's
still glass…or gravel…or something in here."


"They took my key, June. Pru
said she was gonna send you, but Simon ended up coming instead."


"Hmph,"
she says, dabbing the area with something that smells foul. "If she knew
you were hurt, I don't know why she didn't mention it."


"She probably forgot. It
was…Older Pru."


It feels weird on so many levels
to call her that to June. Even Older Pru is nearly twenty years younger than
June. While Prudence didn't actually give birth to her, June has to be her
daughter. Aside from me and Conwell, and maybe Eve, all of the jumpers are
Pru's offspring. And June inherited the curls, although she says hers went gray
long before she hit thirty. Between med school and tending to the needs of
Cyrists for the past century, however, she's put a lot more years on her body.


I feel the prick of the needle and
clutch the edge of the table to brace myself.


"Older Pru. Hmph." She sticks the needle in again. "That's another
thing. It should always be Older Pru that we're talking to. Why they tried to
sell this whole immortal and unchanging garbage is beyond me. People would
follow us without it. But there's no telling either one of them anything."


June lowers her voice, although I
don't think there's anyone else in the clinic. "She'll be lucky if she
remembers her name if they don't stop this nonsense. Even our brains
aren't designed to handle that many changes."


Like I said, June is okay, but
she's still Cyrist inner circle. Her tone of voice makes it pretty clear that
she considers our brains to be far superior to those run of the mill,
ordinary brains that can't connect with a CHRONOS key. Of course, it's what
she's been taught her entire life, and I doubt she's had much contact with
people outside her family and the other Cyrist followers who've lived on the
Farm over the years.


Two stitches later, June dabs the
wound with the antiseptic again.


"Do you know where she took
off to after the meeting?" she asks.


I shake my head. "No clue.
All she told me is to be here and that I'm supposed to be doing something with
Simon."


She snorts, pressing the bandage
to my head. "Well aren't you the lucky one. At least he should stay sober
this time. So, I'm guessing that other thing…that girl…is over?"


My body tenses up and she exhales,
shaking her head. "And from that reaction, I'm guessing she's the one who
left you, not the other way around. I know you were head over heels, kiddo, but
I just wish she'd have dumped you while your mom was still around. Knowing you were back here with us, where you belong, with the people
who care about you—that would have made it a lot easier for Cliona
to let go."


"Don't want to talk about it,
June."


And I don't. From June's
perspective, and my mum's, Kate was just some girl I met in Boston, some brazen
hussy who lured an innocent boy away from the Farm. I think the only one here
who's aware of Kate's relation to Pru and Saul, aside from Pru and Saul, is
Simon.


I didn't have the heart to tell my
mum who Kate really was and why I was with her. It was bad enough telling her I
was leaving. I never quite got around to adding the part where I was leaving to
fight against the religion that was the only thing, aside from me, she'd cared anything about since my dad died. And once
she got sick, telling her wouldn't have served any purpose. It would just have
been cruel.


To June's credit, she doesn't give
me any crap about it, just shakes her head as she tosses the old bandage into
the rubbish bin. "I loved Cliona like a sister,
Kiernan. And I promised her I'd watch out for you, even though I knew it would
be tougher than hell to keep that promise with you away. It would be a whole
lot easier if you'd stick around here with the rest of us. Or
at least pop in for a visit."


"Mum loved you too, June. But
you know it's tough for me…with the key."


She gives me an annoyed look.
"The time difference might be tough. Still, you know as well as I do that
the Farm's around in 1905. Nothing tying you to Boston any
more, right?"


I don't answer, but just slide off
the table. "Thanks for patching me up."


"Glad to do it. If you need
me, you let me know. And maybe come back when your trip with Simon is over and
I'll make your mom's beef stew. My version isn't as good yet, but it gets a
little closer to Clio's every time I make it."


"Sounds good," I say,
turning back to give her a smile before I go out the door. "And I'll think
about what you said. About coming back to the Farm."


Her answering smile is a sad one.
June has known me since I was seven. She can tell when I'm lying.
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New
York City


July
24, 1929 – 2:35 p.m.


 


The Cyrist Union Bank of Manhattan
has a very nice lobby. After the past eight days, I can speak as an authority on
all things related to bank decor. The routine is always the same—some Cyrist
banker, usually overstuffed, claps Simon on the shoulder and they go into a
private office. Twenty minutes or so later, Simon comes out, usually smelling
of smoke, scotch, or both.


I wait outside like his faithful
hound.


Simon has a list of twenty-three
different coordinates we're assigned to visit, mostly banks, in preparation for
the next timeline adjustment.  This is our second jump to this particular
bank. Yesterday we visited the March 2008 version and I spent about an hour in
this same little alcove. It looked almost identical—dark polished wood and
marble everywhere. The chairs were less comfortable in 2008, however, and about
half of the people in the lobby had their eyes glued to cell phones.


And they had air-conditioning. The
bank doesn't seem to have sprung for that luxury in 1929. Everyone in the
building is regretting that fact today, since it's in the mid-nineties.


The 2008 jump to this particular
bank had the words housing and gold noted in the margin, but
here's no need for any notes on this jump. The year is 1929, and even Simon
knows its economic significance. Bankers and brokers will be leaping from
skyscraper windows in a few months, after the stock market plummets. People
will panic and decide to pull their money from banks and stash it beneath their
beds or inside their mattress. I don't blame them. I saw what the Panic of 1893
did to my parents. I don't trust any bank until they start putting those little
FDIC signs in their windows.


 We'd have been finished with
Simon's list several days ago if not for the fact that he distracts easy—all it
takes is a movie marquee, a steak, a strip club, a sports match, pretty much
anything that looks mildly amusing, and Simon is off.  Each time we strike
a bank or office from the list, Simon comes up with two or three things in that
city and year that he has to experience before we move on.


And I can't argue that we're on a
tight schedule, that we don't have time, because the
CHRONOS key means we always have the bloody time.  We could hang around
for a year at each of those twenty-three locations and still be back at Estero
at the appointed hour. We'd just be twenty-three years older.


Truthfully, I'm beginning to
suspect that's the main reason Simon wanted me here. He could've easily knocked
out these jumps in three days on his own. But having me tag along with my
"infirmity," as he calls it, gives him an excuse to hang around a
while and do what he wants to do—play.


More than a week of following him
around and I still don't have a clue what he knows about Kate. We've been to
London (twice), Frankfurt, Zurich, Tokyo, and now New York. The only thing I've
learned is that Simon can speak German and that he's built up a much greater
tolerance to alcohol in the past year. Before, if I wanted information out of
Simon, all I had to do was steer him toward a few pitchers of beer or, better
yet, a bottle of scotch. This last time we hit a club,
Simon sucked down an entire bottle of whisky in one sitting and was still as
sober as a bloody judge.


That's when it occurred to me to
check his jacket pocket. Sure enough, he has one of June's pill bottles and I'm
betting the little blue capsules contain an alcohol blocker. I opened most of
them and dumped the better part of the powder into the toilet, keeping back two
full capsules for my own use. Unfortunately, the odds are still stacked against
getting him drunk on this jump, since we're smack in the middle of Prohibition.


I read through everything remotely
interesting in today's Times while I hang out in the lobby waiting for
Simon. The big news for July 24, 1929 is that the Kellogg-Briand Pact is
officially in effect, which means war is now illegal. A nice idea, but even
without a CHRONOS key, I could've told you it would never work. And in sports
news, Yankees are in town, facing off against the Detroit Tigers.


I've just turned the paper face
down so that Simon can't see the sports section, when he comes up from behind.
He thwacks me on the back of the head with something, and then drops it into my
lap.


It's a cigar, like the one that
he's clutching between his teeth.


"Cuban," he says, as he
heads for the revolving door.


I stick the cigar in my pocket,
and follow him outside. Grand Central Station is just across 42nd
Street, right where it was when I walked through this revolving door into 2008.
The only real change is that there's no eagle perched over the entrance and the
building looks kind of barren without the bird keeping watch.


We cross 42nd Street
and start walking down Vanderbilt. Simon's business persona fades with each
step and I can tell that his mind is sorting through all of the possibilities
the city offers.


"You up for
a short hop? I was thinking we could
skip to about seven, grab a steak, a couple of shows—and then head over to the
21 Club?"


"Only if we
sleep first. It's been—" I shrug,
not quite sure how long it's been. Thirty hours, maybe more.


"Sleep?" He gives me this look like I can't be serious, then shakes his head. "I don't believe you, man. You've
gotten to be such a wuss. Three months ago you did
like five jumps in one day—we met those girls in Paris? Remember?"


"No. I don't."


He's been doing this a lot—making
up crap that supposedly happened during the time he thinks my memory got
whacked. It's pathetic and annoying, but it does make me think Kate was right
about Simon being lonely. I'm probably the closest thing to a friend Simon's
ever had, although to be fair, he has a limited supply from which to choose,
since all the places he likes to hang out require friends who can use a CHRONOS
key.


Even leaving aside what he may or
may not know about Kate's disappearance, I'm short of sympathy for Simon right
now. I need a break. For every hour I've spent waiting in a lobby or outer
office this past week, I've spent three laughing at Simon's jokes and tagging
along while he plays time-tourist. If I have to do any more of that without
sleep, I'm going to snap and knock his head clean off his bloody neck.


"Sleep and a shower," I
say. "Then we can do whatever you want. We can even move on to the next
city on the list—it's DC, right?"


I don't remember the exact year of
the DC jump. I do remember it's after Prohibition, however, and that would suit
my purposes much better than being stuck here tonight.


Simon looks offended. "We're
in New York, Kier. I've got tickets for a show. We can even catch a game
if you want. The Yankees are playing."


"Sleep first. Otherwise, I'm
not going to be able to jump anywhere when you're ready to actually leave New
York."


Simon can be exhausting. I've seen
him keep going for well over two days, then collapse for seven or eight hours
of sleep, before bouncing back up. And that's if you keep him away from coffee.
He'll sit stock still for hours if there's something to occupy his
mind—something loud and blaring, like a computer game or an action movie. But
sit still and read a book? Or just look at the stars? I've known him since he
was nine and I've never seen that happen for more than five minutes straight.


Kate spent one marathon day of
tagging along with us, a month or so before Simon clued in to exactly who she
was and what she—what we—were up to. Her conclusion?
"He's like the damn Energizer bunny."


The Roosevelt is four blocks down
and we make it to our suite without Simon getting distracted, except for the
knish vendor outside Grand Central.  I grabbed a couple of those, however,
so I can't really complain.


We stayed at the Roosevelt last time
we slept, too. It's a convenient location because the alcove near the main
staircase at the Roosevelt is a stable point after 1926. The hotel is still new
and luxurious in 1929, and our suite costs maybe twenty-five bucks. In 2008, it
was still nice, but slightly run down, and cost nearly four hundred dollars.


Fortunately, Simon seems to have
an unlimited bank account, because a suite is a necessity. If he drags another
girl back to the room tonight, it's bad enough that I'll have to listen to
them. I bloody well refuse to be in the same room.


I sprawl out across my bed fully
clothed and shut my eyes, thankful for the air-conditioning and a bit of
privacy.


The privacy lasts maybe two
minutes before Simon barges in. I feel the foot of the bed dip downward as he
plops on the edge.


"You're really going to
sleep?"


"Yes," I say, not
opening my eyes.


He's silent for a minute and then
says, "Have it your way. I'm gonna catch a movie and then we can—"


"Make it a double
feature."


Simon mutters a curse that has something
to do with my laziness, the likelihood that I had carnal relations with my
mother, and the marital status of my parents at the time of my birth. Then he's
gone, slamming the door behind him.


 


∞


New
York City


September
10, 1930 – 10:45 p.m.


The show, a musical revue called Hot
Chocolates, ended about an hour ago. I actually recognized one of the
stars, a guy named Louis Armstrong. Not from my time. Later in his career,
he'll sing this song called "What a Wonderful World," that Kate
likes, although I think it's a bit before her time. The dancing was too
frantic, but the music was nice, so I just closed my eyes and listened most of
the time.


One of the songs Armstrong sang
tonight, "Ain't Misbehavin',"
is echoing through my head now as a giggly, thoroughly drunk redhead runs her
hand up and down my thigh.


It turns out that Prohibition
isn't quite the problem I'd imagined it would be.


We ended up having to make a short
time jump after the show because Simon had his dates wrong. The infamous Jack and
Charlie's at 21 West 52nd was still the 42 Club over on 49th
Street until January of 1930, and Simon was determined it had to be the real
21 Club.


I'm not sure why. The place looks
like an ordinary row house from the outside, except for the large iron gates at
the entrance. The doorman slid open a little window when he heard us knock, and Simon held something up for him to see. I thought
it was money at first, but it was some sort of token. After a second or two,
the door opened and we were in. Simon slipped the guy a couple of bills when we
were seated and I suspect it's no coincidence that the redhead and her friend
showed up a few minutes later.


The owners must have an
arrangement with bootleggers and, most likely, an arrangement with the police,
since liquor flows freely and it's not the cheap, homemade variety. Four rounds
later, the only one at the table who's sober is me, thanks to one of the little
blue pills I swiped from Simon earlier.


The redhead, whose name I didn't
catch, is saying something I can't make out over the music and the crowd. I'm
about to ask her to repeat it when Simon reaches across the table and yanks on
my sleeve, jerking his head toward the exit.


I disentangle myself from the
redhead, glad that we're leaving. But the girl follows me, so Simon must have
invited them to come along.


The one with Simon is named Elsie.
Her hat looks like a Roman helmet, with just a few blonde curls peeking out
beneath. While she isn't quite as drunk as the redhead, or as drunk as Simon
for that matter, she's way beyond tipsy. Once we're in the lobby where it's
quieter, she asks Simon where we're headed.


"The
Epicure. It's next door, right?"


She seems reluctant. "Yeah. Tillie and me've
been there lotsa times. It's okay, but this place is
nicer."


"Yeah," I say. "I
thought this was the place you wanted to go, Si."


"Wanna
do both."


Simon and Elsie stumble out the
door and up the stairs to street level. Elsie totters slightly as her heels hit
the sidewalk and she has to clutch onto his arm to keep from falling. The
redhead, who must be Tillie, finds that extremely funny for some reason and
explodes into a fit of laughter, hanging onto the iron railing for support. By
the time I drag her up the stairs, Simon is knocking on the door of the
neighboring brownstone.


Once we're inside, I see what
Elsie means. It's a bit more run-down, just as smoky, and
even noisier than the joint we just left. Simon orders a round of
drinks—something called Bee's Knees for the girls, which looks pretty much the
same as whatever this is he ordered for us. The cocktails are heavy on sugar,
probably to hide the fact that the gin—if it really is gin and not wood
alcohol—was brewed in someone's bathtub.


The music, however, is an upgrade.
The band itself isn't great, but the vocalist is really good. Simon seems to be
thinking the same thing, although his expression makes me think he's more
impressed with what meets the eye than what meets the ear.


His eyes keep moving between the
singer and the front door. When he catches me watching him, he grins and raises
his glass, shouting out a toast that sounds like "To New York's
finest!" before tossing back the rest of his drink.


My stomach sinks. The last time I
saw this expression on Simon's face was in Cincinnati. He's up to something.


The band shifts into a rendition
of "Fascinating Rhythm," and Simon pulls Elsie onto the dance floor.
She's sober enough to be embarrassed by his dance moves, none of which belong
in this half of the century and several of which probably violate local
obscenity laws, even in New York.


Tillie is too drunk to notice
anything. Her head of closely cropped curls is slumped against my shoulder and
her eyes are almost closed. I kind of feel sorry for her and I kind of feel disgusted,
but mostly I'm pissed that Simon is finally drunk enough that he might spill
something about Kate and we're in a dive too noisy to hear anything below a
scream.


Halfway through the second chorus,
the band screeches to a halt and then shifts to an entirely different tune. The
vocalist pauses for a beat, looking around at the patrons, then
starts singing in a slightly louder voice:


I had a friend named Bill
Campbell


Who used to rob, steal, and gamble.


He did most everything that was
low-down…


As soon as the crowd hears the
first line, it's like someone rang the schoolbell.
Everyone freezes and most of them dump the contents of their glasses onto the
floor. The seats empty as people dash toward the back of the room, pushing to
get through a small door that I'd have sworn wasn't there a moment ago. Most of
those on the dance floor don't even bother to grab the things they left at
their table.


The toast to New York's Finest suddenly
makes sense, although I'm guessing the men at the door are federal agents, and
not the local police. The band keeps playing, while waiters quickly scoop the
remaining glasses onto trays, rushing them to the backroom.


I told him over'n
over again


To lay off the whisky, lay off
the gin.


He's in the jailhouse now.


Elsie abandons Simon on the dance
floor, grabs my glass, which is still full, and flings the contents into
Tillie's face.


"It's a raid!"


I don't know if it's the shock of
the liquid or the word itself, but Tillie staggers to her feet and they half
run, half stumble to the rear exit.


Simon stands in the middle of the
dance floor, the CHRONOS key in his hand, singing along with the music, until
the officers are maybe ten feet in front of him. I have no clue how he manages
to pull up a stable point in his current condition, but he does, flashing out
in full view of everyone in the room.


The next notes from the band are
off-key, and then the song fades into silence. With every sober eye in the
place still glued to the spot where Simon vanished, I pull the key out of my pocket,
crouch beneath the nearest table and follow him.
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New
York City


July
25, 1929 – 1:17 a.m.


 It was 1:17 a.m. when I left
the club. I locked in the date and the stable point we set back in our suite,
not bothering to change the time. Simon must have taken the same shortcut,
because he's there, cackling like a chicken, when I pop in.


"Damn it, Simon. You knew,
didn't you? You knew there was going to be a raid at that place. "


"Of course, I knew! Tha's why I picked September 10th. So we could see it, you
idiot. Wha's the point of having the key if you
can't—" His expression turns serious in mid-sentence. "D'you set a stable point back at the Epicure?"


"No."


He slumps down onto the sofa.
"Well tha's a royal pisser."


Unsure what realization has
brought his mood crashing to the ground, I latch onto
the only reasonable option. "I think the girls got out, if that's—"


"What? No. They were prob'ly hookers anyway. So what if they spend a night in
jail."


"Then…why?"


"So I could go back and see their
faces when I popped out. The chica who was singing,
did she—"


"Yes, she noticed you. She
looked like her jaw was going to hit the floor. Are you happy?"


"I'd be happier if she was
here. My room lacks the feminine touch, know what I mean? Maybe she's with the
house band. She could be singin' there tonight. Come
on."


"You're crazy."


"Why? It's only a year
earlier. And if not, we c'n get some other
girls." He picks up his jacket from the chair and pulls it on.


"I'm not interested in
getting a girl."


He snorts, searching around in his
jacket pocket for something. "Anythin' you wanna tell me, Kier?"


"No," I say. "I
just…I don't think Prudence—"


"Never
stopped you before. In Paris, you couldn' keep your hands offa…that…" Simon
trails off as his hand comes out of his pocket holding the pill bottle.


My brain starts spinning, trying
to cook up a believable lie, but Simon's too wasted to question why the pills
didn't work. Or maybe he's just happy to have the sensation of being drunk
again.


Seeing the pills does seem to have
taken a little of the wind out of his sails, though. Giving the bottle a foul
look, he pulls off his dinner jacket and tosses both the container and the
jacket into the trash.


He walks over to the window and
looks out at the skyline, which shines much brighter than the moon and stars
above it. "She's dead anyhow. Same goes for that blonde—Elsie? The redhead, too. All of them are what? Maybe
twenty? All dead. Just a sack
of bones in a grave by our time."


I don't know what year Simon was
born. He runs on Saul's clock, so I'm guessing he considers 2030 to be his
time. None of those girls have even been born in my own time, but I don't
bother to correct him.  He seems to be warming up to a rant, and that's
what I've been waiting for.


"Try thinkin' about that when you're makin'
out and see what happens. It's a real
buzz kill. Every single person in this city, aside from you and me, is dead.
You ever think about that, Kier?"


"Sometimes. We all die eventually."


He's wandered over to his room in
the suite before I finish the sentence. I hear him tossing a few things around,
and there are some muttered curses, then he comes back into the room holding up
a pint of Johnnie Walker Blue.


"Pack light, but never forget
th' essentials."


He sloshes a bit into two water
glasses and hands one to me, even though he knows I hate scotch. Then he
resumes his place by the window.


"Yes," he says, in the
pompous, professorial tone that always makes me want to smack him. "We all
die. But they die after seein' only one slice of
life. They get this one itsy-bitsy sliver. We get to sample the whole
pie."


So, it's going to be that
drunken rant, the one where Simon waxes philosophical about the boring lives of
ordinary people. The last time we had this chat, I said that given the choice
between bouncing around time and space, and being stuck in a single day with
Kate, I'd take the latter. I know exactly which day I'd pick, too—July 21, 1848
in a cabin on the Finger Lakes. Just me and Kate, the lake, and a wheat field
where we spent the better part of the afternoon. I could live an entire
lifetime in that single day and never complain.


Simon seems to have picked up on
the fact that my mind is wandering, because he comes back over and sits on the
sofa, leaning into my field of vision. "And I know what you're gonna say.
You've said over 'n' over that they get to fully experience that one little
slice, to savor every single boring monotonous bite. And while I still doubt
it, let's say I grant you that."


"Generous
of you."


He ignores the comment and pulls
the medallion out of his shirt, holding it in the palm of his hand. "Think
about this. A guy on the street pisses off some gangster with a machine gun,
and yeah, the gangster can end his life. If the gangster's caught, the state can
take the rest of his life away, too. But tha's
all they can do. He still had twenty, thirty years, maybe more. If that same
guy pisses you or me off, assuming we wanna bother
with it, we could go back and make sure he never happened at all. He never
happened. You don't just take the rest of his life, you take his whole
damn existence, and there's nothing anyone can do about it. Tha's real power."


I lean back into the armchair,
keeping my tone casual. "So, a cashier gives you the wrong change. Do you
track down her parents and make sure they never meet?"


"No,
dumbass. It's not worth the bother. The
point is, I could. So could you."


"We could also go back and
make sure Hitler's parents never meet, but last I heard, Saul doesn't recommend
that."


Simon shrugs. "Somebody else
would just come along and do the same thing he did. Stalin and Mao were right
on his heels. You need somebody in charge who sees the big picture."


"Saul?"


"Brother Cyrus,"
he corrects, tossing back the last of his drink and pouring another. He starts
to do the same to mine, and is annoyed to see that my glass is nearly full.
"Drink up. You're makin' me do all the work
here. How are you gonna follow my brilliance sober?"


I take another swig of the scotch,
bracing myself for the aftertaste.


Simon shakes his head in disgust.
"Remind me to pack a wine cooler for you next time. I swear, Kate has
better taste in—"


He stops and takes another gulp of
his drink, his eyes bugging out a little the way they always do when he's
nervous.


I'm sure he's kicking himself for
letting her name slip, but that's not what caught my attention.


Has. He said Kate
has.


"And who exactly is
Kate?" I try to keep the tone light, like I'm just asking out of idle
curiosity.


His eyes narrow
for a moment, but apparently my poker face is convincing. "Just a
piece I shacked up with down in Miami for a while. Don't think you ever met
her."


It's amazing that the glass I'm
holding doesn't shatter, because my hand tightens around it, as though it's
Simon's neck. I put it on the table and force myself to relax back into the
armchair. "Another one, huh? What happened this
time?"


"Hmph." Simon
shakes his head and pours the last of the scotch into his glass. "What
does it matter? Like all the others, she's nothing more than bones in a grave
in my day."


It takes every bit of willpower
I've got to stay in that chair. To keep my face neutral.


But I do, because no matter how
he's trying to spin it now, he said has. Present tense. Not had.


It's just one letter. And I know
he's drunk enough that he could easily have misspoken.


Either way, that one letter is the
only thing that keeps me from picking up the empty bottle and cracking it over
his bloody head.
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Washington,
DC


April 06, 2015– 3:17 p.m.


I've no idea why we're at a
suburban subway station or what possible connection it could have to the
upcoming "adjustment." But I don't ask. I'm just ready to get this
over with.


At least it's not a bank lobby.
The platform is outdoors, it's a nice spring day, and I'm in comfortable
clothes again, rather than the variety of suits I've been wearing over the past
ten days. Last, and most certainly not least, this is the final set of
coordinates on Simon's list, and therefore this should be the final day I have
to spend with him, at least for the foreseeable future.


The bad news is that I'm stuck
waiting with Simon and he's been in a foul mood for the past two days. He
clammed up tight after our night on the town and hasn't touched a drop of
alcohol since. He hasn't pulled any more time-tourist stunts, either—it's been
strictly business. We marked the other two locations
in DC off the list, and he's even taken meals in the hotel room, something he
never does.


I'm guessing his disposition on that
first day was at least partly due to a massive hangover, but I think Simon also
remembers that he let something slip and he doesn't want any more close calls.
And while his mistake may give me hope, it doesn't bring me any closer to
finding Kate. Maybe I'll have better luck with Pru, if I can catch her in a
reasonable mood.


When the train arrives at the
platform, we wait until a couple of people get off, then board and move to a
seat facing the other passengers. The car is pretty empty—just a middle-aged
guy going over some business papers, a woman trimming her nails and listening
to music, and a teenager who's slouched down in her seat reading a book.


I glance at Simon as the train
begins moving. He's watching the girl, whose face I still can't see. He's
trying to be subtle about it, stealing an occasional peek in between scribbling
in his notebook. After once again crossing through the coordinates listed on
the page, he's now doodling in the margins—exaggerated female body parts, which
is pretty much all that Simon draws. And he keeps looking at me, too, like he's
waiting for something. Like the other night just before the speakeasy was
raided.


I realize the girl is Kate before
I ever see her face. I'm looking out the window, watching as the rows of shops
zip past, when I catch a familiar movement from the corner of my eye—the girl's
hand, holding a pen of some sort.


The hand is only visible for a
moment, but it's something about the way she holds the pen.


I'm not sure how long it is before
I remember to breathe.


The train enters a tunnel and
maybe it's the change in the light that causes her to shift slightly toward the
aisle. She's bending the corner of a page in the book and I can see now that
it's a CHRONOS diary.


Simon sees it, too. His elbow bumps
my arm as he starts writing in the notebook again. He's grinning, and tracing
over the word "BINGO," written in large letters. He underlines it
several times before looking over at me.


I stare out the window to avoid
catching his eye. None of this makes sense. Kate never lived in DC. She visited
twice, as a kid—once passing through with her dad on the way to visit his
parents in Delaware, and once on a school trip when she was in the eighth
grade. She never lived here.


I sneak another fleeting look and
then turn to Simon, who's still watching me.


"The girl over there," I
whisper. "Thought she was Pru for a minute. Younger Pru."


"Yeah, well she's not."


"It's not coincidence,
though, is it? Who is she?"


"Someone
who wouldn't be here if Pru had done her job. Get your key out, I've seen what we needed to see."


Kate looks up just after Simon
speaks, and I see that she is younger, even younger than when we first
met at Estero. It's a subtle difference—her face is fuller, her eyes a bit more
innocent. She's wearing a school uniform of some sort—blue and green plaid.


And then her eyes lock onto mine.
I clutch the cushion of my seat, unable to look away. She doesn't look away
either.


It's almost like she recognizes
me.


Almost, but not
quite. It's more like she's seen my
face somewhere, and she's trying to place it. She looks confused. Frightened. And I'm worried that she has very good reason to
be.


Simon digs his elbow into my ribs
and says, "Your key, Kiernan?"


Maybe Kate hears him or maybe
she's just reached the point where my eyes are making her uncomfortable. Either
way, she breaks our gaze, and looks back down at the diary.


What I want to do at that moment
is run to her, pull her into my arms and never let go. Of course, that would
just frighten her more, because she doesn't know me.


And Simon is watching. So what I
do instead is pull up the coordinates for the hotel and blink out.


Simon is eyeing the stable point
suspiciously when I arrive in our room.


"What was that about?"
he asks.


"She looks too much like Pru.
I'm still not sure it isn't Pru. What aren't you telling me, Simon?"


He shrugs. "Doesn't
matter. We're done, Kier. Let's get you back to Boston, back to where
you belong. And I think Saul is going to be needing
your key."
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Estero,
Florida


May
30, 2030– 6:50 pm


People who have a CHRONOS
medallion can be tough to track down. It's not like they have cell phones and
you can just call. You can text them, sort of, thanks to something one of
Saul's guys rigged up, however, that only works if they're at Nuevo Reino. Prudence is notorious for ignoring messages, anyway,
and I've no idea where she went after Saul's meeting.


I do, however, know that she'll be
in the conference room at seven p.m. on May 30, 2030, so I can make a pretty
good guess as to her whereabouts just prior. Simon may have taken my official
key, but he doesn't know about the backup. And since I decided to hang out down
at the river the first time I jumped back for this meeting, I don't have to
worry about bumping into myself.


A few of the Templars are already
in the meeting room when I blink in, but they're deep in conversation and
barely give me a glance. Given how tense things are between Pru and Saul, I
doubt she's in a hurry to get there. I head down the corridor to the other side
of the building, hoping to catch her before she leaves Planetary Court—which
isn't actually a courtyard, or even a court, just the weird name for the house
where the female leaders lived back when the Koreshans
were in charge. Pru adopted the place for herself a few years after Saul's
arrival in 2024 when she got tired of living under her daddy's nose.


Security will be pissed if they
come this way. Someone's propped the door open with a rock. Cigarette smoke
drifts through the opening and as I approach the exit, I see the source.


It's Younger Pru, sitting on the
bottom step. I can tell exactly how young because her hair is about six inches
long on most of her head and shaved almost bare on one side just above a heavily
bejeweled ear. There's a bead of some sort embedded in her nostril, some sort
of ring in her eyebrow, and a large Cyrist symbol on her left shoulder—inked in
red and black, upside down. It still looks a bit pink around the edges, so I'm
guessing this is right after her sixteenth birthday.


I didn't know her then other than
to see her around the Farm a few times, but she still had faint echoes of that
tattoo for the first few months we were together, before the removal treatments
were finished. She said Saul was livid when she got it, and from the pleased
little smirk on her face, I'd lay odds that was her
goal.


The last time I saw Pru this
young, I was twelve, maybe thirteen. And even though she's much closer to sane
at this age, I'm always leery of talking to her, scared I'll give something
away that she doesn't know yet. Spoilers, Kate calls them. I think I did that
once, because there's a day Pru and I spent together at the beach that I
remember. After I mentioned it to a younger version of her, however, I also
remembered that she wasn't with me that day. I think maybe she decided
not to go. I only have two or three memories like that, and they make my head
pound like a bloody drum, so I can only imagine what it's like for her.


But this isn't an ordinary
situation. I have to risk it.


I push the door open, leaving the
rock in place. "Hey, Pru."


Her eyes dart in my direction for
a split second and then back over toward the barn. She seems confused.
"Thought you came in at the stable?"


"No," I lie, although I guess it's only a partial lie, since this
time I actually didn't jump in at the barn. Still, for her to know where
I came in either time, she must have been watching the stable points through
the key, waiting for me to arrive. That has me wondering why.


"Should you…you know, be
here?" I ask, looking over at the house where I
suspect her older self is hanging out.


 She sniffs and stubs the
cigarette out on the steps. "The old lady won't be out for another ten minutes
or so. Saul's in his secret lair, meditating or eating babies, or whatever he
does in there, now that he's finished going over his grand plans with the Rat
Bastard."


I haven't heard that particular
nickname before, but there's no doubt she means Simon.


Prudence doesn't much care for
Simon. I get it—his personality issues aside, Simon has been her competition
for as long as I've known him. He's made sucking up to Saul his sole purpose in
life. And, in Pru's defense, it must be hard to feel maternal instincts for a
child you never wanted, never carried, never raised, probably never even saw
until he was ten and they began testing him with the key.


At sixteen, this Pru is still a
year away from pregnant, four years away from the whole egg donor thing. Even
though she has to know Simon is her biological son, there's no reason for her
to feel any connection to him.


As annoyed as my mum was when I
left, I know she never called me a rat bastard and despite everything, I feel a
tiny twinge of sympathy for Simon. Cyrist family relations are a long way from
normal.


Pru is up and headed for the door.


"You coming?" she asks,
still not looking at me.


"Yeah."


I follow her inside and down the
hallway. She walks briskly, taking a right at the first turn, away from the
conference room and back toward the kitchen and living area.


"Listen, Pru—I need to talk
to you."


"Not a good idea, Kiernan.
You know that." She keeps walking, looking down at the floor.


"Yes, but this involves you.
It's about your sister and—"


"God, Kiernan, how stupid are
you?" she hisses, barely above a whisper. "Shut up or they'll hear
you!"


She grabs my arm and pulls me into
the formal dining area. Two years back for me, maybe two forward for her, this
is where we'll sit together waiting for the family dinner with Saul that never
quite happens.


Once we're inside, Pru pushes me
up against the wall next to a large china hutch. Now she looks me square in the
eye, motioning with her head toward the door that leads to the kitchen.


Following her gaze, I take a
slight step forward to look around the hutch. I'm starting to pick up voices
beyond the closed door. They're growing louder, so they must be coming into the
kitchen from the other hallway. One voice is Simon's, but I can't place the
other.


"Who is—" I begin,
turning back toward her.


I'm too late. All I see is a brief
flash of green and Pru is gone.


I bite back a curse and debate
moving closer to the door. Pru seems to have gone to a bit of trouble to lead
me here. Assuming logic where she's concerned is sometimes risky, but I don't
think this was random.


Glasses clink against the counter.
I inch closer to the door so that I can hear.


"Whoa. Easy
with that stuff. I haven't eaten yet—" says the other guy. I think
his name is Ronald. He's not a jumper, so he must be one of Saul's staff in
this time.


"Then have a banana or a
sandwich with it. You really want to go into a conference room with Mother
Prudence when you're stone sober?"


Nervous laugh from Ron, but he doesn't
say anything. A few seconds of silence follow, and I wish there was a stable
point in the kitchen so that I could pull it up and see them, instead of just
listening through the door.


There's another clinking sound and
then Simon says, "Listen, I know you've got mixed feelings about this. I
do, too. We both know the sacrifices Prudence has made. I mean, aside from
Brother Cyrus, she's given more than any of us. She's just not thinking
rationally on this issue. I'm not sure she's thinking rationally about anything
anymore. Brother Cyrus has been concerned for some time, even though I doubted
for awhile."


Ron mumbles something I can't
quite make out.


"True," Simon says.
"I should know better than to doubt him, but I did. It was a lapse of
faith. I prayed about it."


I hold in a snort. Simon and
prayer aren't well-acquainted.


"I have a hard time
disregarding Sister Prudence's wishes in this case," Ron says. "Isn't
there another way? Are we certain that this is the woman in the Prophecy?"


I don't know Ron well, but he's
always struck me as a lackey. I'm a little surprised to see him showing some
backbone.


Simon doesn't sound pleased when
he responds. "I think Brother Cyrus made that quite clear. Listen, he gave
Prudence the chance to solve this herself. She either chose not to do it or she
bungled it."


There's a long pause, and then Ron
says, "Prudence seems to think she's in danger if you do this."


"Then maybe we should be
questioning her faith, or at the very least, her judgment. Do you really think
that Cyrus would put her—would put any of us, but especially her—in danger?
We're his most valuable assets."


There's a pause, and then Simon
adds, "I mean, we've all seen how Prudence has been the past few years.
It's sad that she's falling apart, but it's the reality we face, Ron. We
certainly can't trust her to lead us, especially in these times where every
decision is critical."


"Fine. I won't say anything to her if that's Brother Cyrus's
final decision. Are you planning to do it now, or after the other arrangements
are made?"


"After. I don't see why this
would cause a major shift in the timeline. Either way, I'd rather wait until we
have everything else synched up. Pru has people watching both houses, and I've
been told the grandma never leaves. The girl's in school, however. It'll be
easier to grab her before she gets good with the key. The flip side is that she
probably won't have the information we need. But I'm guessing we can lure
grandma out into the open if we have her as bait."
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Washington,
DC


April 6, 2015– 3:30 p.m.


There are forty-seven active
stable points in the DC region in 2015. I knew that watching through the key to
see when Simon would pop into one of those locations wasn't a valid option.
Still, I tried it for the better part of a day while I sat in my wretchedly hot
apartment, trying to get some rest so that I'd be recharged for whatever I may
face when I eventually go in.


Simon might farm this task out to
some underling. Given his crack about Prudence botching the job, however, I think
there's a decent chance he'll handle it personally. If I knew exactly when he
was going in, I might be able to scan all forty-seven locations, but I'm not
even sure of the day, let alone the hour.


I considered jumping back to the
Metro station where Simon and I boarded the train and watching from an
adjoining car. The problem is, there were only a few
people on the platform that day. I have a hat and sunglasses, and could
probably round up a coat or something, but disguises aren't foolproof. Simon
might spot me. Or I might spot myself. I'd rather spare myself the headache and
confusion.


The easier path is to find Kate
online. She often complained that tracking someone down is much more difficult
in my day, so I'm going to put her favorite invention to the test. If Kate has
only recently connected with Katherine, as Simon noted, then she must be here
in DC with one or both of her parents. If I find them, I'll find her.


The alcove beneath the spiral
staircase at the Ford Theatre is a stable point from 1863 to 2092. I wait until
a tour group passes, then blink in and head for the exit. There's a line of
people against the wall outside, waiting for admission. I scan the faces,
looking for someone who seems reasonably friendly, and finally settle on a
young couple watching something on the woman's phone.


My accent is faint, but it's still
there, and for once, I count it as an asset.


"Excuse me. I'm over from
Ireland and I'm looking for someplace with a public computer and internet.
Money is tight, so it would help if it were free."


The last part is true. The money
that would have housed and fed me for months in 1905 won't last the day here,
although I suspect there are a few coins in my pocket that would fetch far more
than face value if I could find a coin dealer.


The woman says, "Um…maybe MLK
Library? Two blocks down. It's on G Street. You can't miss it."


"He'll need a library card,
Jen."


They discuss whether that's
actually true, until the woman eventually concedes that yes, I'd likely need a
library card.


"What are you looking
for?" the man asks.


I put together a quick cover story
about stolen luggage that contained my laptop, my phone, most of my money and
the contact information for the two cousins who live here.


The woman shrugs, pulling a small
computer out of her shoulder bag. "We're stuck here for the next ten or
fifteen minutes anyway."


Ten minutes later, with a little
assistance from the two of them, I've learned that there are fifteen women
named Deborah Pierce in the DC area. I weed out twelve because they're way
older than Kate's mom should be, and jot down the three remaining addresses.
Two of them are within a three-mile radius of a university. I search those two
universities for history faculty, and learn that Georgetown has a professor
named Deborah Pierce, so I'm fairly confident that the address on O Street is
correct.


I start to run the same check for
Harry Keller, and have just discovered that there are five in the area, when
the line starts moving.


DC streets are fairly easy to
navigate. The state named streets and a few others can trip you up, since they
span out like spokes of a wheel, but the numbered and lettered streets are laid
out in a grid. I catch the subway and take it to Dupont
Station, which exits onto Q Street. A few minutes later, I turn onto O Street
and locate the address—a blue row house with a small porch in front. I set a
stable point across the street, trying to get a decent view of the door without
being too obvious with the key. Then I continue walking down the block until I
spot a small alley between buildings. Once I've set a second point there, I
jump back to Boston 1905 and wait, watching the front of the blue house from my
room.


A woman on a bike arrives maybe
twenty minutes later. It might be Kate's mom. I've never met her, however, so
that's based only on the photograph Kate carried.


Another half hour passes. The
sidewalk is more crowded now with people coming home from work. I don't even
recognize Kate until she's halfway up the stairs, because she's with another girl.
They're both wearing a white uniform, with loose trousers and a long shirt.


But it's her. It's her walk, and
she's still carrying the backpack she had on the Metro.


I have to talk to her alone. It'll
be tough enough to explain without someone else chiming in to make her question
what I'm saying. And I've no idea how much her mother knows, let alone the
other girl. My Kate still hadn't told her mother about CHRONOS after three
years of working with Katherine, and even if some things are different now, I suspect
the personal relationships are pretty much the same.


I watch as the girls disappear
into the house and then I scan through in thirty-second increments. Someone
shows up maybe a half hour later with a large red package, but it's just food
delivery. While I wouldn't put it past Simon to taint the food so that they all
pass out, a quick fast-forward reveals that no one shows up to cart out bodies,
and I manage to relax a little.


When the lights in the townhouse
go out, I skip ahead to daybreak. About an hour later, the girls come out. Kate
is in the same blue and green plaid uniform she wore on the subway, her hair
pulled back into a tight knot.


The dark-skinned girl taps Kate on
the shoulder and heads off to the left, while Kate takes a right. By the time I
blink into the alley location and make it to the sidewalk, she's on the next
block. I consider jumping back a few minutes, but it's
three or four blocks to the Metro and my legs are much longer. I'll catch up
before we reach the station.


Except I don't. She must be late,
because she's moving at a full run most of the time. I cross the street,
thinking she'll have to make a left turn at some point to catch the train at Q
Street. She doesn't, so she either knows a short cut or she's going to a
different station.


As it turns out, I'm lucky to even
keep her in sight. Kate makes it through a walk sign that I miss. I dart out as
soon as there's a slight break in the traffic, triggering an angry horn blast.
She's still halfway down the escalator when I get to the Dupont
entrance on 19th.


I tell myself that it helps to
know the route, but yeah, maybe she's in slightly better shape, too, because
I'm huffing by the time I reach the gates. Then it takes two tries for the
reader to take my pass, probably because I'm keeping one eye on which way Kate
is going, rather than watching what I'm doing. Once it goes through, I shove
the turnstile and take off after her.


Kate is already on the platform
before I step onto the escalator. She's walking along the edge of the track,
peering through the windows of the train to find a car with an empty seat. Four
cars down, she pauses and enters through the middle door.


I could have made it, but I'm
stopped dead in my tracks when Simon steps from behind a concrete pillar.
 Two men in suits, who look like they smash people for a living, ooze out
of the shadows.


Was Simon scanning the platforms
through the key to see where she'd arrive? Or was he following her? Did he see me
following her?


I'm pretty sure the answer to the
last question is no, or else he would have sent at least one of the two human
pylons in my direction. And he's not expecting me. As far as Simon or any of
the Cyrists know, I'm stuck in Boston 1905 without a CHRONOS key.


They move toward the rear door of
the car that Kate's in, and as they're walking through the door, Simon turns
toward one of the men to say something. He's wearing the same stupid Aspire
t-shirt he wore last time we rode the Metro, so I'm guessing it's still the
same day for him.


I don't know if it's seeing the
t-shirt, or if something else causes the memory to click into place, but I
suddenly remember him underlining the word BINGO in his notebook.


He already knew Kate was
going to be on the train, otherwise he wouldn't have known which station to
wait at.


What he didn't know is that
she'd have the book on her.


It's the diary he's after, not
Kate.


I duck into the fifth car just as
the door is closing and begin pushing myself through the standing riders toward
the glass window separating this car from the one carrying Kate, Simon, and his
two thugs. My heart is pounding, both from the mad rush getting here and the
fact that Kate is in that car with Simon. I keep chanting in my head that he
only wants the diary. He's not planning to hurt her. And if by chance he does,
I'll jump back and stop it, bodyguards or no.


The thick panes of glass or
plastic or whatever it is between the cars are distorting my view, but it looks
like there's a blue mark on the hand of one of Simon's companions. Even though
it's blurry, I think it's a lotus tattoo, which probably means he's Cyrist
Temple security. I lean a bit to one side and see Kate, holding on to one of
the center poles. Then a fat guy halfway down the car shifts his weight to the
other foot and I can't see her at all.


According to the subway map near
the door, it's eight stops to the station where Simon and I boarded yesterday.
She was already on the train, examining the diary, when we entered. I've no
idea how long it takes to travel those stops. I can't imagine Simon waiting if
it's more than fifteen minutes. Not if he sees a chance to swipe the diary
before then.


So I just wait and watch. The
train begins to clear out a tiny bit two stops up, and Kate slides into an aisle
seat near the middle of the car, her back facing me. She puts in her earplugs
and slumps down in the seat.


A few minutes later, though, Kate
sits up abruptly, her shoulders tight. She pulls out a mirror and seems to be
fixing her hair, but she's tilting the mirror around, probably to get a view of
the people behind her. She must have recognized Simon.


I hear an announcement for the
next stop. After a few passengers get off, Kate bolts for the middle door.
Simon is right behind her.


I shove past two women trying to
board and run to the next car, darting around the two security guys who are
already outside the train. The automated voice chimes, "Doors closing,
doors closing." I enter, just in time to see Kate flying backward. Simon's
in the doorway, clutching her pack with one hand while he activates his key
with the other. He takes another step back, then there's a flash of green and
Simon is gone.


The Cyrist security guys were
clearly expecting his quick departure, because they both turn on their heels and
head for the exit. A few other people look dazed, shaking their heads as they
try to convince themselves that they didn't actually see what they just saw.


Kate landed in the laps of two
passengers and she's in mid-apology when I call out her name. For a moment, it
looks like she's going to bolt in the other direction, but she changes her mind
and walks toward me, eyes flashing. Then her gaze drops down to my CHRONOS
medallion and she stops.


I grab her arm and pull her toward
an empty seat.


She sits down beside me, wrenching
her arm out of my grasp. "Who the hell are you? Why are you following me
and why did your friend take my pack?"


I can't help but smile. Kate will
ask half a dozen questions before giving me a chance to answer even one.


Just as I expected, she keeps
going, adding, "And how did you get that from my grandmother?" as she
jabs a finger at my CHRONOS key.


I hesitate, wondering what to say
that won't scare the bloody hell out of her. I can't tell the full truth, even
though I hate lying. If I admit I was following her, I doubt she'll listen to
anything else I say.


"Okay," I begin.
"I'll answer them in order. I am Kiernan Dunne. I was not following you. I
was following Simon. I not supposed to be here. Simon—the guy who took your
bag—is not my friend, Kate." I tap the key on my chest and continue,
"And this key is not from your grandmother's collection. It was my
father's."


Her eyes search my face as she
decides whether to trust me, and my hand moves of its own accord toward her.
I've spent the last few weeks thinking I might never see her, might never touch
her again.


She jumps, shying away like she's
scared I might strike her. I don't pull my hand back—I don’t think I could
have—but I do move more slowly, gently touching her cheek.


"I've never seen you this
young." I pull the band from her hair and it falls around her shoulders.
It never looks natural wound up on her head—kind of like trying to put a wild
animal into a cage. "Now you look more like my Kate."


She's about to speak, but I stop
her. "We're close to your exit. Go straight to your grandmother's house
and tell her what has happened." I touch the cord around her neck.
"At least you still have this. Keep the CHRONOS key on you at all
times."


Kate shakes her head, confusion in
her eyes. "CHRONOS key? I don't have—"


"The
medallion."


"I don't have a
medallion." She yanks the cord out of her blouse and I see a small clear
case with an identification card. Flipping it around, she taps the other side,
where two ordinary keys show through the plastic. "These are the only keys
I have. Could you stop talking in riddles?"


"Was it in the bag?" It
hadn't even occurred to me that she might have the key in her backpack.
"You should keep it on you."


Her hands are tight fists in her
lap, the knuckles of one forefinger chafed from a habit she's tried hard to
break. The polish on one thumbnail—a deep red shade that looks pretty against
her skin—is partly chipped away.


"No," Kate says. "I
don't have a medallion. Until now, I thought there was only one and to the
best of my knowledge it's at my grandmother's house."


"Why? Why in bloody hell
would she send you out with no protection?"


"I don't know how to use it!
Yesterday, I nearly…" She stops suddenly, blood rushing to her face.
"I saw you when I held it. Why? Who are you?"


I feel panic starting to close in
and I rub my temples, trying to think. When I look back up, I catch a brief
glimpse of her hands again.


The red polish. But…it wasn't on her fingers.


It was on her toes.


At the Expo.


This is the Kate from the Expo.


Not my Kate, but my first
Kate. The girl who saved me, who pushed me toward the window
and turned back to fight the monster chasing us through a burning hotel.


And I don't know how she got out
of that hotel. I don't even know if she gets out of it, because that day
is still in her future. Once Kate stepped into my boat at Estero, I thought I
had my answer to that question. She was there, with me, older than she'd been
at the Expo, and very much alive. Even if she didn't remember our time in 1893,
there was no doubt in my mind that she was the same girl.


I was still curious as to how she
got out. How she became my Kate. How she lost her memory of something that is
so seared into my consciousness that I occasionally dream about it, years
later.


Going back to check carried its own set of risks, however. It never seemed worth it just
to scratch an idle itch when Kate was right there, right in front of me.


But now?


The situation is much more
complicated than I imagined.


Although I hate to scare her, Kate
has a stubborn streak a mile wide, and she just can't be wandering around
without a key. She needs to get back to Katherine's and stay there. Saul's
desire for control means there are probably hours, maybe even a full
day, before the next time shift. But I'm not leaving anything to chance. I
think I can convince June to do me a small favor. Just a
short delay. Maybe a quick medical check before Simon jumps back to tip
the domino that will trigger all of the other events we've been setting in
place for the past few weeks.


I take a deep breath and grab her
hands between mine. "I didn't plan for this, Kate. You're going to have to
run. Take a cab. Steal a car. Whatever you do, get to her house as quickly as
you can and do not leave."


I stand up, moving us both toward
the exit. "I'll try to stall them, but I don't know exactly what they're
planning, so I have no idea how long you have."


"How long before what—"


And then I give into temptation. I
pull her close and kiss her.


My brain tells me this is not my
Kate, but it's quickly overruled by heart and body. And she doesn't pull away.
She leans into me and I can feel her heartbeat against my chest, the pulse in
her neck fluttering beneath my thumb.


The train begins to slow, and I
pull back, reluctant to let go. "This was not supposed to be our first
kiss, Kate. But if you do not hurry, it will almost certainly be our
last."


I tug the CHRONOS key out of my
shirt. "Run. Run, now."


As I blink out, I see her eyes
drift down to her green hair band, still on my wrist. Although I know I should
give it back, I can't. I need to hold onto something. Something to remind me
that Kate is alive and breathing.


This Kate may not know me yet, but
that, I can fix.


If she makes it back to Katherine's
before the next time shift.


If she makes it
out of the World's Fair Hotel in 1893.
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