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  What came before


This is Jackson Traine: Book 3. If you haven’t read Books 1 and 2 (and ideally the prequel novella,  Unglued, available here), you should do that now.
But if you’re too eager to start at the beginning, or you read those earlier books some time ago and want a quick refresher, here it is.
Jackson Traine, a psychologist with a therapy practice and part-time teaching gig at the University of Washington, meets scientist Lena Cortland the same day a person from Jackson’s past shows up and tries to kidnap them both.
It causes a lab accident which unleashes Jackson’s ability to time travel back ten minutes when traumatized. He also learns the big brother he thought was dead is alive but apparently held captive. So, Jackson uses his newfound ability to go looking for him.
He fights gangsters, the CIA, and an evil doctor’s private army to finally arrive at a SCIF (Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility) under the Capitol building in Washington, DC, where he is forced to offer his services to the doctor in order to save the people he loves.
Buckle up. Here we go...






  
  1
Pieces of my heart


This was what my limited time travel ability had brought me to. While I waited to be marched out of the US Capitol basement, the four pieces of my heart who’d been held at gunpoint shakily exited the building and parted ways. 
My sister, Kansas, called an Uber to get back to the apartment she’d been snatched from twelve days earlier.
My treacherous best friend, Jude Spiegelman, found his car and drove back to the George Bush Center for Intelligence, AKA CIA headquarters, across the river in Langley, Virginia.
The love of my life, Lena Cortland, let one of Bent’s minions drive her to the airport for a flight back to Seattle. My office administrator, Megan, went with her.
Colonel Jian and the supposedly-shot-dead Wenling? I’ll cover them later.
What’s critical to understand at this point is that when psychiatrist Dr. Uwe Bent tricked the people I cared about most deeply into becoming pawns in his game, he exposed not only my vulnerability but his evil. It gave Lena, Kansas, Megan, and Jude a clear villain to fight.
If they chose to.
And because each one of their choices had a huge impact on how everything turned out, I’m breaking my convention of telling you only things I experienced directly. Instead, I’m mixing together things I learned after the fact with what I know of the key people involved to give their perspectives.
Their chapters are named after them.
All the other chapters are my personal experiences.
Clear?
Good. Because we’re starting the big wrap-up of this saga with the non-me perspective of Dr. Lena Cortland. 
You’ll remember her as a beautiful, half-Persian doctor of theoretical physics, a professor at Berkley, and the researcher who was finally unraveling a quantum explanation of time travel. Not a woman to be cowed by Bent’s power.
Also, she and I had pretty much owned each other’s hearts from the first moment she sat in on one of my university lectures about PTSD last year.
If there was anyone who was going to fight for me, it was her.






  
  2
Lena


On the rumbling plane back from DC, Lena sat in slowly fading shock beside Megan McKenna, Jackson’s red-haired, freckle-faced office manager. Megan chattered on about how she administered psychological tests to Jackson’t clients. 
No, you used to administer them, Lena corrected her silently. Before Jackson let himself get tangled up with Zhou Wenling’s craziness. Physically as well as metaphorically.
Yuck.
Even through the last shock of what had happened in the basement SCIF, the mental image of Jackson rolling around in bed with that Asian chameleon sent ice through Lena’s veins. It made her want to curse and rage and spit into her plastic airline cup of Sprite. She should have asked for something harder.
At least Bent had shot Wenling dead in front of everyone. That should have horrified Lena but didn’t. It felt like cosmic karma.
Though with Wenling dead, the funding for Lena’s research was dead too. AS IF THAT MATTERED ANYMORE.
“Have you ever watched this?” Megan asked, leaning into Lena’s left arm like she’d find comfort there.
That was seeking water from a dry well.
But for Jackson’s sake, Lena turned her head and saw Megan held up her electronic tablet. The girl pointed to a movie that United Airlines had available via their Wi-Fi service. Encanto. Lena had read about it. A Disney movie about a teenage girl who’s not magical, trying to love her family members who are.
Like Lena, a normal scientist, trying to love a man who can jump backward in time. Please stick the knife in a little deeper, Megan.
“Haven’t watched it,” Lena said.
“I’ve heard it’s fantastic. Guy who wrote the songs did Hamilton, you know?”
“Really.”
“Totally. But with more Spanish. He did In the Heights, too. And Moana?”
Lena ground her teeth. “Why aren’t you more...?”
“Sad? Upset? Scared out of my mind? I am. Totally. But I figure if I can just not think too much about it...”
“So you watch happy stuff.”
Megan beamed at her like her heart overflowed at being understood. “Yes!”
“Okay.”
Lena turned away with her stomach roiling. Because Megan had a right to look away from everything that had happened. She was innocent. She hadn’t caused it. While Lena, when you got right down to it, had. If she’d never sought out Jackson to ask him about his past-life regression work, he’d never have come to her lab, never been shocked by the super-collider, never learned he could time travel or that his supposedly dead brother was actually alive.
“I’ve been thinking,” Megan said.
“About...?”
“Jackson’s apartment. And his office.”
The mundanity of it broke something inside Lena and she found her eyes suddenly watery. She turned away from Megan, grabbed the napkin from under her plastic cup, and pretended to blow her nose, while she furiously dabbed at her eyes and cheeks.
When she was done, she heard Megan murmur, “I’m sorry.”
Lena turned back to see Megan’s own eyes were brimming. The girl tried to wipe them, but it was no good. They spilled down her flushed cheeks and made Megan’s freckles stand out even more than usual, making her look like a twenty-something Raggedy Ann doll.
Great. Now Lena was the monster who made Jackson’s innocent young office administrator cry.
“I think it’s good to cry,” Lena offered. Hypocrite! She’d also tried to be compassionate and understanding with Jackson and his PTSD. How long had that lasted?
But Megan accepted it with a quavering smile and nodded hard. Then she spoke on, even as she located her own napkin and rubbed at the tears and the drip from her nose. “I think...you should move in there.”
“What? I don’t think—”
“Because he’s going to be gone...a long time. Right? But when he comes back...” Megan let it trail off like she was hoping Lena would reassure her about an impossible-to-predict future.
Lena dropped her chin slightly, in what a hopeful person might take as a nod of agreement.
“When he comes back,” Megan plowed on, “he’ll need a place to live. And an office. And you know how hard it is to find good ones in Seattle?”
“How do you propose—”
“Oh, I’ve dealt with both landlords—the one for the office and the one for his apartment. They’re both teddy bears. If I give each of them a note, signed by Jackson”—she looked around, then furtively pointed at her own chest—“they will totally let you look after the places until he’s back.”
The energy and right-on-the-surface hope of this Raggedy Ann office worker made Lena shut her mouth for a moment in perplexed awe. Because of course this was the sort of person Jackson would have recruited and won the undying loyalty of. Megan was, in her own way, a younger version of Jackson, minus the social anxiety, amazing memory, and ability to time travel. She was bold and open, loyal and smart. She led with her heart and didn’t give up, even in the face of terrifying odds.
It finally made Lena, with her privileged upbringing, blush with acute embarrassment and grip the metal end of the armrest between them.
“Oh no,” Megan gasped as she saw it. “What did I say wrong? Is it the money? Because Jackson got amazing deals on both places.”
“I’m embarrassed by my lack of faith. And courage.”
“Courage? You mean about the landlords?”
Lena shook her head, released her grip on the armrest, and held out her hand until Megan proffered hers. Lena took the proffered hand and held it with both of hers. She spoke very low, so the people in front and behind them on the plane wouldn’t be able to hear. “You realize Jackson’s not coming back here on his own?”
Megan’s lips trembled, but she stuck out her lower lip as she matched Lena’s near-whisper. “You don’t know all the people who’ve tried to stop him before.”
“But you saw what made him cave in and agree to go with that madman, right? Us. You, me, his sister, his university friend. He’s not going anywhere if he thinks we’re vulnerable.”
Megan shook her head. “Maybe they’ll just keep him for a while. He does what they want, and they let him go.”
“The madman was ready to shoot all of us to make Jackson go with him. He’s not letting him go. Ever.”
Now Megan swallowed and started trembling again. “Then...what?”
“We have to get him out.”
“What?”
“Before they do irreparable harm to his mind or body. You, me, his sister, a group of security experts I know—we have to find out where they’re holding Jackson and get him out.”
“The police?” Megan had dropped her voice to a whisper, like she feared others were listening.
“Maybe. And the FBI. But we don’t have a lot to give them other than a missing person report.”
Megan’s eyes went wide. “What about what they did to us?”
“Who did? You got their names?”
“Samson? Simpson?” Megan screwed up her face. “It was Samson. The crazy doctor with the gun.”
“He told me his name was Berkley.”
“What?”
“He was messing with us.”
“And in that room...?”
“His name never came up. He did the talking. One name he mentioned—the group or experiment or something he wanted Jackson to join.”
“Scatter! Yes!” Megan looked around and lowered her voice. “I remember that.”
Lena nodded. “It’s a place to start. And I’ve got some other ideas.”
“Like?”
Lena turned her face back to front and leaned her head back. I need to think them through.”
“In Jackson’s apartment? His office?”
“Yes.”
She heard the audible sigh of contentment as Megan settled back into her own seat to watch her Disney movie. Her right arm pressed against Lena’s like they were joined now. Comrades in arms. Them against the machine.
Except Lena had a gut feeling it wasn’t truly a machine they were facing. It was one slightly unhinged, dangerous douchebag who was wielding a bunch of power. Even more, now that he had Jackson Traine and his time-traveling power.
What he couldn’t know was how much Lena needed Jackson and how far she’d go to get him back.
Also, that she knew more about how Jackson’s power worked than anyone else.
And, like the douchebag, had access to powerful allies.
In the same way she’d built her career one brilliant piece of research at a time, she would put together a rescue plan piece by piece. The first step was fully understanding what she was up against.
Lena rubbed her foot against the tan Everlane Weekender bag stuffed under the seat in front of her, where she’d found a quickly scrawled note. It had instruction on how to contact her most powerful ally. Her ace in the hole.






  
  3
Kansas


Lena’s ace in the hole, Kansas Traine, got out of her Uber ride in front of her “apartment building.” 
The two-story industrial building sat on the southwest end of a wooded, high-tech corridor. It was just northwest of Annapolis Junction and exactly 2.6 miles from the black-windowed NSA headquarters in Fort Meade.
Kansas wavered on the pavement in the dark sweater, jeans, and boots they’d pulled from her own cupboards to dress her for that show in the Capitol basement. Then she took a deep breath and marched for the front door like she did not feel she was being watched by Bent’s goons from somewhere.
But on that twenty-foot walk over cracked concrete, her feet stuttered, and she almost tripped. Her gaze flicked about as she recovered. She took in the line of trees behind the building, the road that curved away on either side to other industrial buildings. There were windows. There were shadows in the trees. Most of all, there was the building itself. Her mind screamed that was danger incarnate. Her heart sped up to near bursting, wanting her to turn and run. But instead, she made herself keep walking until she reached the building’s main entrance. She jammed her key into the door’s keyhole.
This key they’d oh-so-graciously returned to her when they released her.
Like it was no big thing.
Like she’d been through nothing at all.
Like…
The lock wasn’t opening!
As she struggled with it, her bloodless lips quivered, and she almost broke down in tears.
This, she thought furiously, must be what Jackson had been struggling with all these years. Visceral memories. The feel and smell of the thug who’d grabbed her out of her room in this building. And the noise of it! The crashing. The grunting. Even though she’d half-known it was coming, she’d exploded in terror and struggled like a wild animal until her abductor clobbered her on the side of her head, stunning her. Then he’d zip-tied her wrists and physically lifted her up over his shoulders. No small feat, given she was a big-boned five foot ten. But she was all brains, not brawn. Helpless in a physical encounter. Powerless then. Powerless later when they—
Click.
The lock turned, and Kansas pushed her way into the vestibule. She forced herself to stop quivering and breathe. But she couldn’t. Blood pounded in her ears. She wanted to keel over on the faux marble floor.
Get it together!
One step more and she’d be able to look into the first of four main work areas in the building. The first, through a door to the right, held all the software engineers. They’d be pounding away at their computer keyboards or arguing about something with their fellow coders. She could hear the buzz of them now. Geek talk.
It should have been comforting. Something she was used to. A pale imitation of the intense hives in the NSA itself where she worked. Had worked. But everything around her now thrummed with danger and the unfamiliar. Did she even have a job in the NSA anymore, given how she’d just disappeared? Had forces inside the NSA somehow approved her capture? If not, why hadn’t the organization rescued her? They were the frigging NSA. How could they not have found her? Or contacted the FBI or CIA to track her down? Even Jackson had managed to find her. True, he’d had the help of the treacherous Asian bitch who’d seduced Kansas three years ago as Elizabeth Chan, but still...
Elizabeth, dead.
Jackson, captured.
This. Was. Insane.
Kansas drew herself upright. Her mind, her reason, forced down her emotional reactions enough so she could walk down the hallway.
She got halfway to the stairs at the far end when she was hailed by the South Asian CEO who’d had this building constructed to house his growing defense software company. Kyle Gowda. Kansas had traded him some neat tricks on cheating web algorithms for her mostly hidden living quarters at one end of the building’s second floor. Gowda had also let her plug into his company’s T3 line. Not a direct connection to the NSA trunk, but pretty close.
He caught up to her and growled, “Where have you been?” with an odd mix of fatherly concern and landlord suspicion. His bushy gray mustache bristled.
Something in that—the confrontation?—made Kansas freeze. She literally could not move or speak.
Gowda must have seen it, for this face softened. He smiled and wobbled his head from side to side reassuringly. “I know. I know. The work you do. The people you deal with. I was only feeling worried for you. Raj and Suzanne, they said they were working late the Friday before last and...” He waved his hand in the air to signify whatever depravities his younger staff might be up to on a Friday night. “They heard bumping and cries from the second floor. But when they went up, your door was closed. There was no sound. They thought you were...exercising.”
The last word was a question about her love life, Kansas realized, astounded she could figure out something so mundane when her mind was in such turmoil. Gowda, a stout widower at least fifteen years older than Kansas, had given her several hints over the last few months that he found her attractive.
And Kansas still could not speak.
Another head wobble as Gowda said, “Then, the next Tuesday, two men with government IDs attempted to come in and search your apartment. I asked for a warrant, and they went away. I knocked on your door, but you have not been here at all, I think, until now. And you look scared.”
Kansas made herself consciously unclench and throw back her shoulders. She chewed her tongue to get her saliva flowing.
“I’m fine, Mr. Gowda. I’ve been away. It’s nice to know you protected my place while I was gone.”
Just to get him to leave, of course. Because whoever had come with government IDs could have just broken in later if they were from SCATTER. But why? By Tuesday, they’d already put her through sleep deprivation, extreme positions, withholding water, and simple indignities like slaps, pressure point pain, electric shocks, waterboarding. She was sure she’d babbled something. Maybe not enough?
“I will always look after you, Ms. Traine. And protect what is yours.” Gowda bowed so deeply it would have been embarrassing if Kansas hadn’t already been ready to pass out from anxiety.
“I’m under a bit of a deadline,” she said in as much of a work voice as she could summon. “We’ll catch up another time?”
Gowda nodded and bowed again.
Kansas turned awkwardly and continued down the hall to the staircase, certain that her would-be suitor was watching her walk away from him.
Upstairs at her door, she keyed in a long string of numbers into the lock that hadn’t stopped SCATTER. The lock released.
She entered.
As expected, someone had clearly searched the place. Drawers lay open, their contents on the floor. Sliced pillows, batting spilled out. Her desktop computer was gone. As were all the backup drives from her NAS.
Oddly, it actually helped her get her bearings. These assholes weren’t ghosts or all-powerful. They were just operatives. Or even common thieves. Sloppy ones.
The only painful loss was the micro-SD cards they’d yanked from her well-hidden surveillance cameras. It they hadn’t, she could have taken the cards to the police or FBI. It reawakened the old debate she’d had with herself between backing everything up locally or using the cloud. She’d opted for local because she knew how easy it was for a good hacker to pull stuff from the cloud. This was one time it would have been a nice failsafe.
Dwelling on things lost helped nothing, though. After ensuring the blinds were closed on her one window to the outside world, she went straight to her oven range and pulled it out from the wall. Using a multi-tool from her kitchen junk drawer, she sliced down the faint line in the drywall where she’d created a hiding space between the joists. Her shaking hands made the cutting difficult, and she finally just kicked in the drywall with the sole of her boot.
Kansas reached in through the hole and pulled out a backpack that held her go gear.
She’d never been the sort of spy who’d needed to vanish on a moment’s notice. Her work decrypting and analyzing signal intelligence (sigint) was a glorified desk job. The collection of human intelligence (humint) was the CIA’s game. Which was also where the field agents and spies came in. They needed to be ready to bug out, get exfiltrated, or simply change their identities at the drop of a hat and disappear.
Then Jackson had called to tell her Kenny was alive, and Kansas had found the people holding him were talking with some covert government or military group. Not to mention that Jackson, and probably Kenny, were time travelers.
A go bag became a logical precaution.
Hers had fake identification documents, a clean laptop, a powerful and security-loaded prepaid phone, five-thousand dollars cash, and the key to a Wells Fargo safe deposit box she’d opened under her alternate identity. That box held more funds and a Walther Q5 Match Steel Frame 9mm pistol that was topped with Vortex Venon 6 MOA, a red dot site. It was the gun used by Venezuelan-born Gabby Franco now. Gabby had been a competitor at the 2000 Olympics and was Kansas’ first celebrity crush. Owning the same gun Gabby shot with just felt...cool.
What she needed first was the phone.
She pulled it out and plugged it in. While it charged, she did a thorough tour of her living space, cleaning up and confirming that the search had been just that, not a “message” of wanton destruction. Her clothing and personal hygiene products had all been untouched. This included the hair scissors, hair dye, and very different wardrobe that she’d all used briefly to get her alternate identity documents.
Before using them, though, she had to check what her instincts were telling her.
The phone had 50% charge. Enough. And the security redirects she’d installed on it were still there. She dialed the private line of her directorate commander, Shane Garvey. Garvey’s directorate was officially black letter, known only to those working inside the NSA HQ. His private line, requiring a string of numerical challenges, was known to a tiny subset of those.
Because of all that, he answered almost immediately.
“Don’t know this number. Who is this?”
“Traine, sir. Kansas Traine.”
There was the pause Kansas had been expecting. Then, “Where are you calling from?”
“Not relevant. Bent released me.”
Another pause. A slight thickening of Garvey’s breath. “Who’s Bent?”
“I’m thinking you are. Sir. You didn’t look for me when I went missing, did you. Told the rest of Epsilon I was taking stress leave? Vacation time?”
Garvey marshaled his energies and huffed into the phone. “It sounds like you should be on stress leave now, Traine. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“I’m talking about the True Believers. Bent talked about them while he was torturing me. Might have even mentioned your name specifically.”
There was a huff, then Garvey said simply, “Fuck.”
“Yeah,” Kansas said, her educated guess confirmed. “Herr Bent likes to talk when he thinks he has someone completely in his power who’s never going to leave.”
There was a long pause with a lot of heavy breathing from Garvey’s end, until he asked, “What are you going to do?”
“Come on, Shane. I reported directly to you for five years. You’ve got to know exactly what I’m going to do now.”
A laugh. “That’s the thing about you, Traine. You’re a weird bitch and I haven’t the slightest clue wha—”
Kansas hung up on him.
And now the clock was ticking. She had to run.
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Jude


By the time Jude reached his car in the lot at 101 Constitution Avenue, he felt lower than the bird sludge he’d picked up on his shoes walking through the Capitol grounds. 
Vaguely suicidal, in fact, which was new to him.
He’d always had such a well-balanced view of life. From the Talmud, he’d known that success came from hard work, and action was the most important thing. Yet the very nature of the Talmud, the compilation of years of reflections and interpretations of the Torah so that it had become a book as revered in its own right, proved that deep thinking was also good.
Jude decided early on that these lessons blessed his fascination with the human mind. Particularly when that fascination had a practical application.
From that revelation and the full support of his loving parents, Jude had entered the field of psychology with such a sense of destiny that he would have been insufferably full of himself if he hadn’t been working so hard to understand every person he met and how society guided, warped, empowered, or crushed them.
And then came Jackson Traine.
“Hey! You getting in? Or just going to stand there with your head up your ass?”
Jude turned to see he was blocking an angry-looking businesswoman, who’d backed her Smart Car in. She couldn’t access her driver’s door with Jude standing where he was.
“Well?”
“Sorry.” Jude unlocked and climbed into his car. It was a five-year-old Audi that he’d bought used from a member of his synagogue who’d always seemed the epitome of success. Heated leather seats, retracting headlights, advanced navigation/audio console. They all said he too had “made it.”
He started the Audi’s engine and backed up as the older businesswoman grumped her way into her own little jellybean car. Five minutes later, he was in the afternoon rush of cars rumbling south and west on the 395 for Arlington.
His eyes were leaking. His sinuses felt so full they were going to explode.
Jackson.
Funny, shy, brilliant mind, uncanny memory, self-destructing from PTSD. Jackson had not only been Jude’s roomie and best friend; he’d also been the ultimate example of untapped potential. Which is why Jude had understood when the CIA came for him. For both Jackson and Jude, actually. They’d offered to fast-track Jude into the CIA’s applied psychology division if he’d look after Jackson Traine, keep them informed of his progress, and nudge him toward government service.
Jude’s dream? Using psychology to change the world with his friend at his side.
Except Jackson didn’t take the hints, so Jude finally went alone. Loved it. Met the legendary psychiatrist Uwe Bent and loved what he was doing. So much so that Jude became a kind of double agent—working enthusiastically for the Company but also for SCATTER. Because hey, both were trying to change the world for the better. Finally, Jude brought Jackson to Langley for a trial run that failed but seemed to prove something to Uwe, who’d been monitoring everything.
Everything.
It had led, Jude realized sickly as he crossed the Potomac and into the right lane to exit on Washington Boulevard, to what had just happened. Bent had lured all the key women in Jackson’s life to that basement SCIF and threatened to shoot them if Jackson didn’t join him.
And Jude could have prevented that!
Because just this morning, before anyone had gone to the SCIF, Jackson called Jude. He’d asked Jude to locate the legendary spy, Andre Poussaint at the CIA HQ and tell him about the meeting. Apparently, Poussaint’s current job was to track down any remaining traces of SCATTER and obliterate them. So, if Jude alerted him, Poussaint could crash the party, capture Uwe Bent, rescue Jackson’s brother, Kenny, and crush SCATTER.
But did Jude track down Poussaint and tell him?
No.
Jude had hung up the phone and called Bent.
He’d chosen Bent over Jackson.
Jude grabbed a tissue from the console between the front seats, wiped his eyes, and blew out a large wad of snot.
“Pimp!” he shouted at himself. “Jude-ass!”
And a Talmudic teaching his late father had tried to pass on came back to him: Be wary of authorities who befriend a person for their own purposes. They appear loving when it is beneficial to them, but do not stand by the other person in his time of distress.
Would that be Bent?
Or Jude?
Jude had turned off the highway at North Pershing and worked his way on automatic pilot to the front of his red brick townhouse.
He stopped the car in the driveway, turned off the engine, and just sat in the dead car for a long time as the chill from the cold January seeped in.
Did he just go back to work at CIA HQ tomorrow?
Was he still spying for Uwe there? Could he quit even if he wanted to?
He gulped.
He shouldn’t want to quit anyway, should he? 
But if he quit, he’d lose any chance of helping Jackson.
Maybe he should try to find the legendary Andre Poussaint after the fact? Tell him where SCATTER operated now?
Or...just do nothing. That would be easy. That would be the opposite of every ethic he’d lived by his entire life, and his mother and late father would both hang their heads in shame, but he could do it.
His stomach rumbled.
Maybe if he went in and had an early dinner, something would come to him.
He climbed out of the car.
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I leave the Capitol


Finally, the specifics of how  I left the US Capitol basement.
You’ll remember the ass-kicking South Asian woman I’d dubbed Thing Two had used her boot to shove my face onto the SCIF tabletop where Zhou Wenling had fallen when shot. How my chin had slid through the bloody gore still pooled on that tabletop. You’ll also recall that when I’d regained my feet and licked off some of the red mess on my face, it tasted like corn syrup.
That made my thoughts and feelings explode as Thing Two shoved me out of the SCIF.
First with a surprising surge of hope.
The blood tasting like corn syrup meant fake blood, which meant Wenling was probably alive. She and Bent must have staged the shooting for my benefit, to make me believe Bent was serious enough to shoot everyone I cared about. In exchange, I guessed, Bent had agreed to release Wenling’s brother to her.
But I already knew this much from my dealings with Bent. He was cold enough to lie to Wenling’s face, make her think they had a deal, go through with the act, then just blow her off. He’s never give up Xiaobo.
Which was good! Because when Wenling realized she’d been betrayed, she’d want revenge. And since she’d had her creepy old doctor inject a transmitter into my lower belly, she could track down SCATTER by tracking me. She’d send in her troops. By then I’d have hopefully found Kenny and we could escape together!
Then I was stumbling out to the basement hallway outside the SCIF and I tumbled back to earth. Hard.
Why?
Because when we popped out, the last two people to exit, the same Capitol Police Officer who’d let me into this SCIF in five different timelines, barely looked at us. He just closed the door, locked it with a hard ka-thunk, and walked away. This despite having three civilians ushered in and out at gunpoint and one woman apparently shot and carried out.
It meant that the guard, like Senator Jonquist and probably many, many others, were secretly in the employ or being paid off by SCATTER. So even if Wenling tracked me, she was up against hidden opposition everywhere. She’d accumulated great wealth using Xiaobo’s ability to time travel, but she was up against power players trying to reshape the world. 
Wasp meets Kong.
Put me in the same outmatched league. Forget being rescued, I’d fantasized that I could somehow give in to Bent, destroy SCATTER from the inside, and rescue Kenny. All the while keeping Lena, Kansas, and Megan safe.
But really, from the moment Bent had tagged me as a time traveler, I’d been his. It was give in or watch Bent kill Megan, then Kansas, then Lena.
No choice.
No power.
Well, shit.
“Faster!” ordered Thing Two and poked me with her baton.
So, I walked faster, vainly filing away the sight, smell, and sound of every door and overhead lightbulb, every intersecting hallway, every fire extinguisher, every crack in the concrete floor. All useless now. I couldn’t make a break for it. Megan, Kansas, and Lena remained hostages wherever they were.
And Kenny? Realistically, Bent would never let me get anywhere near Kenny. Kenny might not even be in America anymore.
So...I had to pull up my big boy pants and accept the choice I’d made.
I knew who I was, and why I’d chosen as I had. I’d protect those I loved.
And if there was truly no way out?
Then I’d adapt and survive. Survive and hope for...a miracle?
We finally caught up to Bent at the top of one of the many semi-hidden staircases and elevators that took you from the basement to the Capitol’s main floor.
This one was a nondescript hallway that my sense of direction said was on the building’s northeast side.
Bent’s cadre had shrunk to just the ketamine twins, sweet-faced Natasha and big-bone Pasha. Thing One and Senator Jonquist were nowhere to be seen.
As Thing Two shoved me closer, Natasha stepped up to me with a smile, while Pasha stepped casually behind me and jabbed my neck with a needle. For them, it was their first time injecting me. For me, the second go-round. I knew what was coming.
As Bent led us out a side door and around the building that suddenly looked ominously massive under the January overcast sky, reality went loopy.
“Why bother wihh?” I said lazily even as I hurried to keep up with Bent.
“The ketamine?” said Bent, not slowing his stride at all. “Precaution against you having second thoughts. Or seeing where we’re taking you.”
“Buh my mem’ry...”
“Everything you see, even half awake. Of course.”
“Yeth...”
There was what sounded like a roaring squeal and a black limo pulled up at the curb. We were at a curb! The road past it was tumbling with cars that whizzed and spun and turned around on it like dancing puppets.
I leaned down to squint to see if Colonel Jian was driving, but it was Thing One!
Someone threw me into the back seat and yanked a black cloth over my head.

      [image: image-placeholder]I woke in a zoo.
No bars or a tree to climb, but it felt like a zoo. A psychedelic one.
The pulsating ceiling and pastel walls—blue, yellow, and pink with framed seascapes and pastorals. Chunked out holes here and there said the walls were concrete.
Rolling my head left, I saw a galley kitchen with bubbling stainless-steel appliances and sink, a kitchen table, chairs, a couch, armchairs, a moving cart of books and magazines. A TV tilted off one wall. Rolled my head right and saw people. A ping-pong table swaying.
I blinked to stop everything from moving around. Why was I even awake, feeling like this?
And the overhead pot lights were so bright, like eyeball-scorching suns.
No windows.
One door. Locked?
And when I squinted hard against the sudden roll of nausea, I saw cameras looking looked in from each high corner of the room, their tiny green LEDs assuring me they were all on and letting whoever was on the other end of them watch me wake up.
Watch the animal.
Animals. Plural. The other people in the room.
The smells of old food and bodies and antiseptic cleaner made me want to puke. I kept my teeth clenched as I pushed myself up to sitting and realized, after a few slow breaths that forced my head to clear, this wasn’t a zoo at all. It was a psych ward.
I quelled the sense of panic that induced by studying the proof of my instinctive understanding.
First, I was sitting in the middle of the room’s scuffed vinyl floor like an overgrown child, clothed in institutional blue cotton scrubs. Tie up pants. Collarless short-sleeve matching shirt. Which meant that Bent, or whoever he’d assigned me to, had stripped off the suit I’d been wearing in the US Capitol SCIF and dressed me in clothes that were cheap and easy to wash.
Standing over me in a shuffling ring was a group of four disturbed-looking adults, all wearing the same blue scrubs.
Don’t panic. Analyze. Focus on others, not your own terror.
Two men and two women.
One of the men looked my age. He was tall, wan, and skinny, with a bit of an overbite and a large, crooked nose. Mop of brown hair. When he blinked at me, his entire head jerked in some kind of neurological tic.
The other man was shorter and older, maybe fifty. He had terra-cotta skin, with a thick-boned head, chest, and wrists all shaved down to nubbly black bristles and large swaths of red and flaky eczema. His fierce glare said South American dictator to me. Drug lord maybe?
One of the two women rocked back and forth over by one wall. She was blocky, with short legs and a torso as wide as it was long. Her hair was blond, features pale and Slavic. Her eyes wouldn’t meet mine.
The other woman was her opposite in both appearance and manner. Her skin was a rich black with large, sensuous lips most Hollywood actresses would die for. Long-limbed and clear-eyed. Late teens or early twenties. And as my eyes focused on her, she stepped in front of me and dropped to her knees, leaning forward and grinning aggressively as her gaping cotton top drew my eyes.
Oh please, no.
It reminded me too much of Ziggy’s young niece, Chandice. But Chandice’s come-ons had just been a game. There was something profoundly more disturbing at work here. Maybe because the muzziness in my brain was fading, and I was gathering who these patients had to be.
That CIA list Kansas had displayed briefly on my computer screen twelve or thirteen days ago—she’d known I would memorize it all in a glance and not forget a word. That and the research I’d done for each name...
Another wave of nausea and fear swept over me. I bent forward with a moan. Then I heard a sound of water flushing somewhere and wanted to run to it, lock myself, stay there until I got my bearings. But my limbs still weren’t cooperating, so I just spread my hands on the vinyl flooring before me and tried to breathe.
The room’s door banged open, and in walked mental patient number five. Or six, if you included me.
He was an overweight, messy man, who looked like he’d never had any part of his life under control. Happy though, in a simpler way than the aggressive Black girl in front of me.
“He’s awake!” the man said. “Bet he hasn’t talked yet.”
“He wahz about to say someteen,” the Black girl said in a musical contralto, “when you move yoh fatness in de room.”
“Fuck you too, Ugly. Hey, you know who he looks like? Around the eyes?”
“We all see dat.”
“Kansas,” said the eczema drug lord, and his voice came out like the bottom of a big metal drum. As if I needed that to finally drive the icicle of my situation home.
Of course, Kansas had been here. Dressed in these same scrubs. Questioned. Experimented on. As I would be soon.
But at least I’d gotten her out. And protected Lena and Megan. That made it worth it.
“Hey there, guy,” said the fat man. “You the crazy brother or the smart one? Betting on crazy.”
“My name is Jackson Traine,” I said, and a self-protection mechanism kicked in. I pointed at the girl still kneeling before me. “You’re Sunday Salisu. Nigerian. Traffickers took you from your home when you were a child. They were going to ship you and fifteen other children to London to be sold. But you miraculously freed yourself and the other children.”
The girl’s dark cheeks reddened, but it was the reaction of the crooked nosed mop top that really popped.
“Aow,” he said, eyes wide. “That bloody well’s it, right?”
“Eet’s not it!” Sunday shot back at him, jumping to her feet and pulling a fist at me like she wanted to punch me.
I pretended hard not to see that as I turned to the crooked nose guy. “You’re a Brit. Norman Dankworth. Used to be part of the ‘County Line.’ I don’t know what that means exactly, but you were a criminal. And then...” I paused as I saw his face twisting up horribly. It stopped me from revealing his (temporary?) gender dysmorphia that had gotten him raped. “You ended up helping the cops with a major drug bust. Miracle the rest of the gangs never found out it was you.”
Dankworth’s shoulders relaxed. “Yeh.”
I turned to the bald terra-cotta man. “Columbian Police Chief Cruz Condore Quispe,” I said, trying my best to get the soft Spanish lisp I assumed his last name would have. “You fought the drug trade down around Cali for almost twenty years. In Columbia, they called you ‘indestructible’ because you kept surviving attempts on your life that killed everyone around you.”
I expected a challenge, but the fierce man just nodded.
I nodded back, then looked past him. “The young woman by the wall...”
“She don’t speak English,” Dankworth said.
“Her name is Zura Dobroshtan,” I said. “In 2014, she persuaded her entire village in Crimea to evacuate the village a day before the Russians shelled it into rubble. Amazing. A miracle.”
The woman didn’t turn to look at me.
“I’m sorry for what your country went through back then. Even sorrier it looks like it’s going to happen all over again. Worse.”
This time, she turned with her eyes full of questions. Not so ignorant of English as she let on.
“Hey there!” said the fat man. “That’s quite a trick. Now I know we never told Kansas or each other any personal stuff about ourselves. Kind of a rule. Because of...” He pointed to each of the four cameras.
“Seriously?” I carefully climbed to my feet. Everything was still swimmy. “You’re here because of the miracles. They all made it into the news and are still there for anyone who searches your names. And you’ve been here how long?”
“Wheh did you get de names?” Sunday Salisu asked. Her balled fist said she still might punch me.
“From Kansas,” I said.
“And she got ’em from...?” Dankworth asked, coming nearer in a way that suggested wanting to be closer to Sunday than me.
“Can’t tell you that. Let’s just say she’s very smart.”
“I bet she was a spy!” the fat man said, and my blood turned cold. “Pretended to be a prisoner here, but secretly worked for Dr. Bent. Every time she came in all tortured looking? Just an act to get us talking. You know what her tell was?”
“What?” I said, giving him such a cold stare that the entire room stilled.
I’m sure they could see the murder on my face, but the terrified looks on theirs said they bought the fat man’s theory. Which meant they probably thought I worked for Bent too. It spoke volumes about how Bent exercised his power here. Not a kindly researcher.
And for Norman Dankworth, this would have been going on since 2010.
Twelve years!
For Zura and Sunday, eight years!
How were they not stark raving mad?
The one with the shortest stay here so far was Police Chief Quispe, tagged on the list as having been spotted in 2016. Half the time, twice as tough, but even he had apparently developed a healthy fear of Bent and company.
I looked from face to face, finishing on the fat man.
“Danny Reet,” I said. “Should’ve just stayed quiet and I might have forgotten you. But you’re good at self-sabotage, aren’t you? Professional hustler out of Ohio. Used your apparent ability to see the future sometimes to cheat at cards, roulette, horse races, anything, anywhere. Talked too much about it. Made reckless bets. But you still got into the World Series of Poker 2016 in Vegas and almost knocked out the eventual winner, Qui Nguyen. Enough for a reporter to get you bragging. That’s what landed you in the news and Bent’s radar.”
“Aow,” said Dankworth from behind my left shoulder. “That bloody well’s it, right?”
The others muttered among themselves as well, making me guess that Reet had hustled all of them on something.
Police Chief Quispe pointed a finger at Reet now. “Maybe you are the spy with the doctor.”
Reet’s face went red. “I’m not the spy!” He jabbed his own forefinger at me. “He is!”
“I’m not working for Dr. Bent!” I said and looked pointedly at the cameras. Spoke to them. “I’m only here because Bent threatened and continues to threaten the lives of some people I love. So, I’m going to cooperate with his research and fully expect him to treat me and everyone else here with dignity and respect from this moment on. Or he just might find out exactly how much power he has locked up in this facility.”
All my fellow patients/subjects/prisoners stared at me with what I thought was shocked awe. Dankworth’s lower jaw actually dropped, so I could see how badly he needed some dental work.
Then, like someone flicked a switch, they all laughed. Even Zura. Even Police Chief Quispe.
They slapped each other on the back, stopped to look at me, then laughed again. It triggered the social anxiety I thought I’d put behind me. My face flushed and my stomach churned. I broke out in a massive sweat. I wanted to hide.
Except here, of course, there was nowhere to hide.
The bathroom maybe?
I couldn’t...take...
“STOP IT!” I shouted and, to my amazement, they did. Still afraid, maybe, that I secretly was with Bent. Or that I knew even more about each of them than I’d said and might shout it out right here and now.
Neither of those was the case. It was just that I was so goddamned tired of being afraid of people and myself and my past. Especially with this much bigger threat I’d have to deal with any day now. Any hour. Any minute.
Quispe, as the elder in the room, and the one bona fide badass in the room, stepped forward and clapped one of his thick hands on my shoulder. Even though I was a good six inches taller, I felt small.
“You know,” he said in the Spanish-accented English Al Pacino had lapped up for his role in Scarface, “we do not laugh at you. We laugh at any of us telling Doctor Bent what he can or cannot do.”
“You don’t know, bruv,” Dankworth’s voice chimed in. “You don’t know.”
Sunday Salisu suddenly stepped in front of me. At that moment, her face didn’t look like some child sex slave who freed herself and her fellow slaves from her slavers. Framed by her short, wild afro, her face looked both innocent and broken, her eyes too worn out to cry. She raised her hands up and put them on either side of my face, like I was the child here.
“Oh, Mistah Jackson Traine,” she said. “He is the devil. You know what dat makes dis place?”
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Summoned


I looked into Sunday Salisu’s spotted-brown eyes. “This is the anteroom of Hell.” 
Sunday pulled back her arms and Quispe’s hand came off my shoulder. I saw they both wore the same look of confusion.
Dankworth spoke for them. “Why would an aunty stay ’ere, bruv?”
Reet started sniggering as he faded back towards the kitchen wall, probably to hide from further attacks and look for snacks.
“No, no. Not an ‘aunty room,’” I said. “An an-tuh-room. It means a waiting room. If the place where Dr. Bent does bad things is Hell, this is where you wait to be called into Hell?”
“Aoh. Right,” Dankworth said, rubbing his big, crooked nose. “And you fink you can bargain with him?”
“Maybe,” I said.
From where he was leaning back against the sink with an open bag of chips, Reet called out, “I win that bet. He’s cuckoo nuts.”
I called back to him, “If you didn’t talk about your pasts, why did Kansas talk about me?”
“Said you were going to save her.” Reet stuffed his mouth with chips and talked through them. “I guess you did. Or she’s dead.”
“She’s alive and free,” I said.
“An’ you came in her place,” Sunday said and spat at my feet. “Stupid.”
I nodded to her. “Thank you. Like you were stupid to free all your fellow trafficked children when you escaped.”
Her face colored. “But I got out!”
“I will too,” I said. “Maybe free you at the same time.”
It sounded fake even to my ears. Sunday fluttered her lips, and everyone seemed suddenly done with me. Sunday walked to the wall to grab Zura like the older woman was her personal toy and made her pick up a paddle for a game of table tennis. Dankworth grabbed a magazine and flopped into an armchair that pointed toward their table so he could watch.
The Bolivian police chief grabbed a book and sat in a separate armchair to actually read. A glance at the cover told me the book was in Spanish.
The most basic part of me, the still needy child that was in all of us, felt rejected, ignored, cast out.
That left only Danny Reet and me. The two Americans.
I walked toward him.
He saw me coming and rolled his head back with a vast sigh, stuffing more chips in his mouth.
“Drug of choice to dull the pain?” I said, pointing to the crinkly bag of Doritos he’d just emptied.
“They don’ give ush booze.” Chip crumbs sprayed from his mouth and down his front. “Or knives or any food that needs them.”
“Them?” I nodded toward the others.
“Sex. Sunday and the cop sometimes. Maybe the Ukrainian, too. The girls have crying jags. So does the Brit. I think Condor likes pretending to stab people and strangle snakes in his room.”
“So, you all have your own rooms?”
Reet wiped his mouth and started looking for more snacks, opening every cupboard, so I felt like I’d seen the kitchen. “Own rooms. Share a bathroom. Separate showers, boys, and girls. Dorm life forever.” He giggled a little but squeezed it off at the end like he was going to sob.
He didn’t, though. Maybe this was like Zura Dobroshtan keeping her language ability from the other patients. Reet hid his suffering to feel he had something in reserve.
I was about to ask him about whether he’d ever met Kenny or Xiaobo, when a two-tone alarm of sorts went off in the room, followed by a computer-generated voice.
“JACKSON TRAINE, PREPARE FOR A TESTING SESSION IN...FIVE MINUTES. YOU WILL BE COLLECTED FROM THE...BLUE DOOR AT THE END OF...HALLWAY ONE.”
Reet’s face had gone pale, and I notice that the young women playing table tennis had let the ball bounce away across the floor as they looked up to the ceiling. The two men in armchairs didn’t look up, but they’d obviously frozen. It looked like they were holding their breaths.
A couple of beats later, the table tennis and reading continued like nothing had happened. Even Reet was now standing with the fridge open, scanning everything inside.
On a hunch, I said, “They sometimes ask for more than one person.”
Reet nodded without looking at me.
“The blue door?”
“Only one hallway,” he said and pointed, clearly not willing to meet my eye.
“Thanks. And if I don’t come back, it’s been real.”
Reet shot me a glance, but I didn’t even bother holding it as I turned and went for my “testing.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The blue door was at the end of a yellow hall. The doors along that hall, in their own pastel primaries, had name tags. “Washroom,” “Men’s Shower,” “Ladies’ Shower,” and patient names had been written cheerily in blue marker on white cardstock and slid into a designated holding slot on each door.
Mine was at the very end, right beside the blue door at the end of the hallway. I guessed Bent wanted me close. I was his favorite new toy.
In the couple minutes I had, I tried the door of “my” room and found it and looked inside. The room was...efficient. Just enough room to sleep and breathe. Claustrophobic nausea swept over me, and I started to sweat. Panic rose in my chest.
The opening of the blue door startled me out of it.
A man stepped through. Unfamiliar. Medium height. Muscular. Square-jawed. Too-tight battle fatigues. Reminded me a little of Smiley, the Lead the Way former Ranger who’d trained me most of last year how to fight and keep my body in top shape.
That was probably what clicked my mind, which had slipped far from fighting shape, into an automatic battle readiness.
I scanned him for armor and weapons. He had none of the first but at least one pistol in a back-of-waist holder that he could draw quickly.
Not fast enough to stop a sudden attack from under ten feet, but why would he worry about that? Most of the patients he dealt with were drug frazzled, disoriented, or beaten into complacency, right?
I could take him.
Wasn’t going to. But I could.
It gave me just enough of a boost that when the man gestured for me to head through the open door, I did so with my head high, shoulders back, and chest out.

      [image: image-placeholder]The five-minute walk through some twisty halls had us occasionally ducking under or around protruding machinery like the building designer treated people as an afterthought. The walk ended at a sliding door that registered our presence and opened automatically.
I walked into what looked like a high-tech operating chamber.
Absolutely nothing about it was reassuring. Computer screens, desktops, keyboards, cameras, and entry pads clung to a u-shaped metal structure that took up one half of the room. Only two rolling chairs sat inside it, indicating at most two operators went in there even if all the screens and keyboards were active.
Displayed on those screens in various fashions, ranging from photographic to stripped-down-then-rebuilt CGI sequences, was something that looked like an operating bed that had inward curving sectional walls rising on either side.
When I looked at the real thing, which stood in the second half of the room, I saw buttons and dials and line-up tubes of liquid in the clear side panels. Pumps and IV lines ran up from them to join the many tubes, hoses, wired sensor that ran along the panels or hung just above the bed.
Those side panels looked only half-raised now. Fully raised, they’d make the bed an effective cage.
“It looks like fun, doesn’t it?” said Bent.
My whole body nearly jumped out of its skin. He must have been in the shadows beside the door and stepped up like a ghost behind my right shoulder. I spun to face him, but he just stood there with such an open curiosity, that I lost all words. The fact he was wearing a white lab coat over a button-down shirt and tie made me feel like a lab rat. And those piercing blue eyes, they felt like they were slicing into my cerebral cortex, uncovering all my thoughts...
“The bed?” he pressed. “All it could tell us about happens when you jump?”
“You know what it reminds me of?” I shot back.
“What?”
“Third year university. I had to take an elective in either animal behavior or experimental neuroscience. The latter sounded more practical. I thought we’d get to see what was happening in rat brains when they were learning or remembering or experience intense drives and emotions.”
Bent was nodding with a furrowed brow, like he was truly interested in what I’d experienced.
“You know what’s coming. We weren’t doing that back in 2008. We were just recreating brain dysfunctions like in rats that we experienced as humans. Parkinson’s disease. The brain mapping and electronic stimulation and control didn’t start happening until 2014, 2015.”
Bent nodded. “And this reminds you of that how?”
“You don’t know what you’re doing. You’re at the stage where you just kick the lab rat with chemicals and measure what happens.”
“That’s what you think we’re doing here?”
“Sure looks like it. And I’ve already been there, done that.”
“With Dr. Cortland. Yes. She had cruder ways to stimulate the time jump and cruder ways to track its occurrence, but yes.”
“So, what’s different here?”
Bent smiled, showing no insult taken. “Apart from our obviously wider pool of subject data, our experimental advantage is primarily containment and precision.”
Containment. Meaning the bed was a prison. I had to admit it was a step above the way Lena had literally shackled me to a chair with the help of Irene Gopal, who I later found was a spy for Zhou Wenling.
As for precision...
“What do you hope to measure precisely?” I asked.
“Exactly what makes you time travel, beyond what you think makes you time travel. How that travel affects your physical environment. Whether it leaves traces. How you can better control its initiation and chronological distance traveled. Among other things.”
“Like how each time jump destroys me physically and psychologically.”
“That. Oh yes. Of course.”
The smile as he said it—what was that all about? “I can tell you about the impact. It’s bad. It leads to my psychological disintegration because of all the...” I didn’t finish because I didn’t really want to tell Bent exactly what triggered my time jumps.
He waved his hand dismissively. “Trauma. It’s a common early cause of time travel among all our subjects. Though obviously, for talented jumpers, the trauma is no longer necessary.”
“For who?” I asked, even as my less conscious brain gave up at least part of the answer.
“Zhou Xiaobo. Danny Reet. Your brother.”
“My...brother.”
“Yes.”
“He’s here? In this building?”
Bent gave me another smile, this one more unctuous. “He just might be. Not in the ‘Pit’ with the less talented folk where you are right now. No, Kentucky has proved himself worthy of special treatment. As I’m sure you will. And when you have...”
He let it trail off suggestively.
Asshole.
But despite that, despite everything, I couldn’t stop the little flickering tingle that started deep in my belly. What was that?
Hope?
Seriously?
What happened to my big boy pants and being realistic?
The hope and questions must have shown on my face because when I looked at Bent again, he had an almost carnal glee in his quickly hidden smile. Like he knew exactly what he’d just done to me. The threat of hurting Lena, Kansas, and Megan were the sticks. The chance to see Kenny again, the carrot. And the carrot, of course, could also become the stick of never seeing Kenny again, or worse, making him pay if I didn’t do what Bent wanted me to.
Holy shit, did I hate being manipulated.
The baldness of it was a mistake on Bent’s part, though. If he’d been subtle, I might have believed Kenny was actually nearby. I might have worked towards the goal of seeing him and ended up as messed up as Xiaobo.
Instead, he’d prepped me for the long haul. Hunker down. Adapt. Survive. Give Bent only the minimum needed to keep my loved ones alive.
I gave an outsized yawn. “Are we done here?”
“We are not.” Bent became all business and led me to the test bed. He pressed a button and the three segments of acrylic side wall on our side of the test bed lowered with a quiet hum. “Climb in.”
“No strip down?”
“Not today.”
He turned from me and walked to one of the two chairs in the monitoring consoles, ignoring me completely.
Deliberate temptation.
There was no one else here. The guard who’d led me to this lab had stayed outside, and the door was closed. I could attack Bent right here and now. He was as tall as me but showed no muscle. And he looked to be in his fifties—gray hair and wrinkles around the eyes and mouth. Unless he was secretly a martial artist, I could take him down without breaking a sweat.
Besides, if I risked it and got shot, or it became clear my actions set into motion some failsafe that was going to hurt or kill everyone I loved, I could jump back ten minutes in time and not attack Bent.
Simple, right?
So why had my hands and forehead broken into a clammy, cold sweat?
Because my body knew it wasn’t simple at all.
First, when I jumped back to take over my body as it was ten minutes earlier, everything didn’t just reset at that point. What Lena had established with her quantum entanglement was that when I jumped back, I created a new timeline, but the old timeline continued. In a parallel dimension, whatever. And in that one, I’d just gotten my loved ones hurt or killed, whether or not I saw it.
Second, my ability to time jump just wasn’t reliable. It definitely kicked in when my brain felt overloaded by trauma or about to die, but without that kind of immediate, life-threatening trauma...
The Bent in this timeline, the one which was actually happening, swiveled his chair back so he could look at me. His elbows were on armrests, his fingers interlaced before him.
Pompous prick.
“You seem to have a bit of a Hamlet complex right now, Jackson. ‘With this regard their currents turn awry, and lose the name of action.’ That’s not you, is it? Not with all the gangsters you fought, and my people in the Capitol.”
Don’t forget UFC fighter Rick Soder and Andre Poussainte’s crew at the CIA headquarters in Langley. Oh, and Alvin Westor, leader of the Lead-the-Way crew who tried to prove Lena’s claim I could time travel if I believed I was going to die. Every one of them was more badass than you, Bent.
Flushing in frustration and shame, I looked away from him to the mess of technology in the exposed ceiling—lights, tubes, and wires connecting the test bed subject to the monitors, cameras that would stream and record everything...
“Why didn’t you kill me just now?” Bent continued. “Or disable me? Perhaps use me as a hostage?”
Real curiosity?
Possibly. Yes, he wanted to dominate and control me. But maybe he was feeling his way toward that end in the same way I was trying to figure out how to fight off that control. Both of us were taking risks to reach our goals.
I shrugged. “Why kill you now? The fun’s just starting.”
“Or you’re afraid I have fail-safes in place that go off even if I’m incapacitated. I do. One puts your brother through considerable pain, though it won’t kill him. He’s still valuable. Your sister, though...”
“You’re assuming I can’t get around them.”
Another disconcerting smile. “Oh, you’d try. Over and over. But do you think you could do that without actually seeing these people hurt? That doesn’t fit Ms. Zhou’s reports. Or your own statement that each jump ‘destroys’ you.”
I bit my tongue. This was bad poker. I exposed some of my cards. He exposed some of his. But he’d exposed more, I thought. First, that Wenling had told him all about me, so I should assume anything she knew, he knew. Second, he still didn’t know that jumping back in time didn’t rewrite a timeline; it just created a new one. That meant he didn’t have a close watch on Lena and her work.
I grunted like I’d absorbing his threats.
He showed his teeth. “Climb onto the bed and let’s get started, shall we?”
After holding his gaze long enough to make him think I had a choice, I turned back to the bed and climbed onto it.
The surface was some kind of hard foam, warm enough to lie on but not somewhere you’d want to sleep. Quite apart from all the techno terrors hovering above me. There was a click and the side frame slid back up on my right side with its quiet hum. When it stopped, I turned my head to look through it.
Bent had risen from his chair and stood again beside the raised bed, looking down at me through the top curve of the plastic shield.
“You going to hook me up?” I said and looked up at the wires and tubes dangling overhead.
He smiled grimly. “Not yet. The road to your brother is long. You have to prove you can walk the path.”
“Okay. Then...”
Bent reach to the lower half of the acrylic shield near his waist and pressed a button.
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