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 I dedicate this story to Murray Leinster. Although not a household name, he was one of the most prolific, earliest and most visionary science fiction writers. He was a storyteller who wrote everything from science fiction, as Murray Leinster, to romance under a female pen name. He was also a master of the short story and his short stories showed me how a brilliant idea and tension beat any artificial drama. 
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  I


In a room of mad people, Joe was the least mad. Living his routine carefully, he almost never came out. That’s how I knew this was going to be a serious discussion. 
There were nine of us gathered in Egan's lounge room. His spacious apartment was available on account of his wife having an affair. Seeing her every morning didn't help, and the last time we met, he'd been really upset about it. Told us in the early days of discovery he'd gotten so mad he'd killed them both a few times. None of them stuck.
He knew better now. Egan wasn't a newbie anymore. Not like poor Keri, who fell through during a particularly short repetition. She never had the chance to go through that bacchanalian phase most of us had experienced without repercussions.
Joe never did any of that. With every repetition, he simply refined his daily life more, making each day as idyllic as he could. I had stopped trying to work out how long he had lived, but Joe had been tracking the length of the repetitions. He stopped when he realized he was approaching one hundred years old. After that, he didn't count anymore. He was the first among us.
We had dinner at his house once, on a day that has now never happened, so his family has never met me. They were sweet, and he listened to their stories and replied in kind as if he had never heard them before. It was perfect. I wish I had the fortitude to do that, but it’s hard when you repeat and they don’t.
Me? My name is Erin. I forgot to meet my fiancé for dinner on the last day that stuck. I have even managed to forget his name a few times since I slipped through. That was seventeen real days ago. I haven't tracked the repetitions, but in that time I've watched everything Netflix and Hulu have of any interest to me, and I’m well-read now. I’m learning Korean, and I could easily pass the theoretical exams for a medical doctorate. Out of curiosity, I have also learned how to rebuild a motorcycle engine. 
In my bacchanalian phase, I slept with more than fifty men and thirty women. That was mostly on a single Saturday, the previous week. So long ago, I couldn’t remember most of their faces.
We were a room of philosopher-kings, masters of esoteric knowledge, though not all of us were present. Keri had landed in a jail cell, which was on her, honestly. Tara had taught us that death could be permanent, if you were dead when things skipped forward. Four others refused to socialize: one on philosophical grounds, three from grudges so old no one could remember who started them. We had our own tiny society with its own rules and taboos. When there are so few of you, you can't afford not to get along.
Joe, a Syrian-American accountant and family man, had become an expert in Hellenistic and Egyptian art. He wanted to write papers, but he couldn’t save his notes unless he remade them every day. 
Haji knew nearly everything there was to know about electronics and particle physics. Every rare now and then, a repetition didn’t reset perfectly. Haji discovered this once when his cell phone kept a few pictures. It seemed to happen more often with delicate electronics, and that probably meant something.
Maria had turned her bacchanal phase into a lifestyle. I didn’t object. I had even slept with her myself, but there was something dark in it for her. Most of us trapped between the walls of time were learning and exploring every inch of the place. For Maria, it was mostly a space between someone else’s legs. She had lost something of herself in the search.
The day we met at Egan's, it had been raining for over two hundred days, except for a little bit at night. I remember staring out the window, sipping tea and nibbling at the cheeses he had laid out. He always liked to prepare food and had explored every restaurant and culinary experience possible, within one day’s travel. 
Usually, we would take our time and get to things indirectly, but there was an edge to everyone’s nerves that day. We were in a brand new repetition. There wasn’t much danger of something moving forward, but most of us were eager to explore and not have to put up with each other. Still, when someone called, we tended to answer. 
In the end, it was Crystal, the pink-haired housewife—I have no idea what she did with her time—who asked the question we all had.
“Why are we here and not at the diner?”
The diner was our usual haunt. We said outrageous things there, shocked people, but they mostly ignored us. We always told them, in case the day moved forward, that we were an amateur improv group. 
The fact we had gathered in a home, a private space, meant something else. The implication was clear, but it took a few minutes before someone cleared their throat to get our attention. Then Joe spoke up. 
“We’re here to talk about a murder. One that would keep.”






  
  II


I had to come to the hospital to see it for myself. Not it, I reminded myself. Him. 
My fiancé, Saul, was my excuse for stopping by. He worked at the hospital and I had to apologize for missing dinner. He was still hurt that I had forgotten. I did feel bad about it, but for me, that happened a long time ago now.
I had lived this day for so long I could barely recall yesterday. In the early repetitions, I would sneak over to Saul's house for apology sex. For a while, I brought other girls, but eventually, it seemed like a chore. None of those days stuck, so he never remembered all the times I tried to make it up to him. As far as he was concerned, none of that happened.  
That’s why we drift apart. Why days stop seeming real to us after a while. Not until a new one happens and reality comes crashing down on us again. We can’t help hoping, just a tiny bit, that it’s finally over. But it never is.
Egan once told me he missed video games. Said not being able to save his progress killed the experience. I tried not to look back. If there is one thing I’m good at, it’s living for today.
The cardiac wing was huge, essentially a whole tower. I walked around pretending to wait for Saul. But of course, I wasn’t there for Saul. He was in paediatrics, so no one in that wing had even heard of him.
No, I was there because I had never killed anyone before. 
The hallway was long and curved around the edge of the circular tower. They didn’t have names on the doors, or charts you could easily pick up like in the movies, but I had a name. 
Arnold Dylan.
I found him in Room 17D. 






  
  III


“What the actual fuck?” 
Anjali's parents were from India. She spoke like an upper-crust English lady in public. In private, she sounded like a valley girl who had watched too many Bollywood movies. She was very politically motivated, another passion hard to keep up in this place. Last time I saw her she was learning Japanese and getting obsessed with anime.
It was a valid question, though. Joe had let the silence sit for what seemed to be a long time before Anjali said something. Then all he did was motion to Shannon. She kind of grimaced and picked her head up from where she had been staring at her cup.
Shannon worked in HR at the hospital. She was blonde, and she had the kind of implants—and wore the kind of sweaters—that caused HR issues. Like most of us, she had made an art out of doing very little during her day while getting everything done, and she spent most of her spare time trying out various doctors and nurses. She was new enough that she had only been stuck with us for a few days.
She talked around things, but the short of it was that she had been walking into the cardiac ward to get to know someone a bit better, when she heard someone complaining about Mr. Dylan screaming at midnight the night before. According to the staff, he woke up every night, no matter what they did with his medication. It was bad. And they were all frazzled.
“But the thing is,” Shannon said, “I was there the night before, a repeat night, and he slept just fine then. I've been there a few times before that too. One night, I was in the room next door,” she actually blushed now, “getting my… blood pressure checked out. I laid down for my post-fun nap and then I was wide awake. It was late, which was weird, and then the screaming started.” 
That brought another silence. 
We all knew what she meant. Not that she was getting drilled—no one was surprised by that—but something had changed. She had been there before and he hadn’t screamed. He had been asleep. Then he had been awake and the day moved forward.
“So, are you saying he's one of us?” I heard the question before I realized I was the one asking.
Shannon put some logs from the nurses' workstation on the table. I reached forward and took them. 
Every single night this guy woke up screaming at, or very near, midnight and had to be sedated. What he was screaming made no sense. Something about “they’re gone” and “I have to keep them.”
“What’s this about?”
“I'm not sure,” Shannon said. “Apparently, he is getting on in years, and his wife and kids are already gone. He has a daughter-in-law, but she doesn’t come by anymore. Probably doesn’t feel connected since her husband is gone too.”
She raised her





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
ol

,"f" I ¢ o

DN

——






OEBPS/images/da9a0527-0cf0-40f3-a11e-97e82f08771e.png
BETWEEN
MIDNIGHTS

Liam Armitage

.








