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by Jennifer Marchman

~from the world of The Mender~

~*~
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The sanctum, Axis Mundi, the True timeline, 1996

As she and Tophe bowed before the seven elders, Eva trembled despite the familiarity. From the council dais, the elders ruled over the destiny of each Lux Libera member, their decisions echoing through the chamber and beyond. It didn’t matter how experienced she was as a mender; being in her superiors’ presence always intimidated her.

“You’ll get in and get out,” Elder Nnaji said. “You shouldn’t need to build a rapport. The Christmas party will do that work for you, but you’ll be there to ensure Haber’s pistol is on his wife’s dressing table. If it is, they’ll both be dead by 11:39 p.m.”

Together, the recipients of these instructions deepened their bows at the waist, hands folded across their bellies. Eva knew it would be an easy job; she and Tophe had been partners since adolescence, both recruited as children to Axis Mundi, the only True timeline, and they worked in tandem.

“One last thing,” Elder Nnaji said. “You will be taking a novice with you. It will be the girl’s first mission.” With those words, she presented a manila envelope, their orders and operation details.

Tophe stiffened beside her. Neither of them minded training recruits, but they both guessed who would join them. No one else was ready. After a final bow, Eva retrieved the paperwork and followed her partner out the door and down the spiral staircase. When they reached the bottom, Tophe tore open the flap and scanned the instructions, flipping through the pages.

“Lydia.”

“I knew it,” Eva said.

Groaning, Tophe dropped his arm and threw his head back, slapping the papers against his leg. “Merde.”

“She’s not that bad. She already speaks German. It makes sense to accelerate her training.”

Tophe rolled his eyes. “First stop, the Novitiate House, I guess.”

~*~
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Unlike the housing for consecrated members, the novices’ dormitory sat like a swollen toad at the epicenter of the sanctum, a vast dome crouching beneath an ancient Teutonic forest. Tophe held the door open, and Eva passed through. Before they had a chance to ask the on-duty novice mistress to call the girl’s room, they heard Lydia, her voice echoing down the entry stairs, laughing...no, guffawing.

She was always a little much. Never unkind but often blunt, shocking even in her word choice. Her thoughts would tumble out like gumballs—you never knew what color you would get—and she might comment so loudly her friends would gasp and look around for their teachers or the target of her thoughtless remark.

The next moment, thunderous footfalls announced her descent, and Eva wondered if Lydia had grown another inch since she had seen her last. Tall for her age, she stooped, clearly self-conscious, with rounded shoulders—her one insecurity, by all appearances. Eva herself had topped out at five feet two the year she had turned twelve, and she resisted the urge to tell the girl to stand up straight, to be thankful for her height, a perfect complement to her long, jet-black hair. Instead, Eva smiled and tucked a strand of her own fine, blonde hair behind her ear.

As the girl rushed past them, Tophe said, “Lydia.”

She stumbled at the sound of her name and turned unfocused eyes toward them. Eva watched as recognition dawned, and the novice adjusted her stance to face them, bobbing her head, one hand over her belly. “Brother Christophe. Sister Eva.” When Eva explained she would join them on their mission, Lydia’s eyes sparked with excitement, and she bounded in place like a tethered rabbit.

Back outside, they crossed the well-manicured lawn and headed toward the outfitting departments. All three would need proper clothing for 1914 Germany, Gold Marks from the sanctum bank, and though they would use Herr Haber’s own gun to ensure the timelines merged correctly, additional weapons to arm themselves.

Eva and Tophe knew, should something go amiss, the elders would prefer them to die rather than further compromise a timeline, but after their disaster at the French court of Louis Quatorze years ago, they privately swore to defend each other, regardless of their mission goals. Doing so remained their one secret heresy, and Eva never traveled without knives. Or lock picks.

Lydia walked backward, peppering them with questions. “Why Fritz Haber? Who is he? I haven’t eaten lunch yet. We should eat before we go. Unless there will be food at the party. Will there be food at the party?” The next moment, she tripped on her heel and landed with a thud.

Tophe pulled her up, and after she had dusted off, he pressed the manila envelope to her chest. “You should know who Fritz Haber is. You’re specializing in European timelines, are you not? Haven’t you had Variations in Twentieth-century Germany?”

“Yes,” Lydia said, her voice unsure.

“Then, you tell me.”

Lydia rubbed her nose and shifted uncertain eyes to Eva.

Eva glanced up at Tophe, who had set his lips in a flat line, then turned her attention back to their charge and said, “It can be difficult to keep so many names straight when you’re first starting out. Right, Tophe?” When her partner didn’t respond, she elbowed him.

“Sure.”

Eva frowned at him, but Lydia seemed to blossom, standing to her full height, overblown confidence restored.

“Let me jog your memory,” Eva said. “Fritz Haber created a machine that could turn air into bread. Basically, he invented chemical fertilizer, and billions more people are alive today than would have been otherwise.”

“But in some timelines,” Tophe said, “like the one where we’re headed, he developed the gases used in the trenches of the First World War and the Holocaust, so he also killed millions of people.”

“At least they were just shadows...all those victims,” Eva said. She couldn’t think of a starker example of the double-edged sword of science, or—that is to say—at least how scientific history played out in some timelines, but thankfully not in Axis Mundi, the navel of the multiverse.

Lydia stopped in place. “Do your targets feel real? When you kill them? The reflections? Doesn’t it feel like you’re killing a person?”

Tophe shrugged. “The first time, it did feel strange, but I knew they weren’t alive, couldn’t truly feel anything. Just remember, the real Fritz Haber is in our timeline, and he never invented chemical warfare or the pesticide that would exterminate his relatives in Nazi concentration camps.”

“I don’t understand how they aren’t real, too...all these other timelines,” Lydia said.

With a huff of impatience, Tophe strode ahead. “Come on, let’s keep moving.” As they passed the Assembly Hall, he pointed at the stained glass gleaming in the sun. “Didn’t Master Singh show you the prism analogy? At orientation? He did for us.”

His words reminded Eva of her own long ago first day with the head teacher. Tophe had been recruited earlier than herself. She hadn’t met him yet or become his friend, was still ignorant, still giddy with curiosity, still half-believing she might have made a mistake, that her family was real after all, and she should never have left them without a word and come to this strange world, so different from her own birth timeline. But the prism lesson, invisible light fracturing into every color imaginable, had made sense to her.

“Yes, I remember,” Lydia said. “Doesn’t mean I understood it. So, the world broke apart into infinite timelines at creation. So what?”

Tophe turned, displeasure painted across his face.

The girl raised her hand. “Hold on. Let me get my thought out. What I’m saying is rainbows are beautiful. When Master Singh held the prism up to the window and rainbows spun around the room, I thought to myself, why would anyone want to force all that beauty back into nothingness?”

The question alone made Eva’s guts twist, and the blood drained from Tophe’s face. In five steps, he returned to them, grabbed Lydia by the upper arm, and put his nose to hers, his fear so palpable it might slither around Eva’s fingers if she reached out to touch it. He spoke in a strained whisper. “Don’t. Ever. Say that out loud again.” His eyes searched the novice’s. “Do you understand what I’m telling you? Not only is it blasphemous, but you will be declared apostate just for wondering and thrown into the Abyss.”

Lydia reared back, eyes wide. “I know.”

But Eva could tell she didn’t, not really. She had heard the word “apostate,” but never understood the consequences.

“This is the only True timeline,” Tophe continued. “All others are false. It is our duty to realign the multiverse into a state of spiritual purity. To end this material world and the chaos we have now. None of it is beautiful.”

Nodding, Lydia straightened her shoulders. “I understand. I know. I didn’t mean it the way you took it.”

Eva placed a hand on Tophe’s chest. Every muscle in his body had tightened, and she knew why. Hot tears sprang to her own eyes at the triggered memory. Love. Betrayal. Disbelief. Grief. Scabs on their hearts so new, they could easily crack. “She’s not Sakura, Tophe.”

“Who’s Sakura?” Lydia asked.

“A good friend who was declared apostate early last year before you were recruited.” Eva took the girl’s hand in her own. “You didn’t witness her punishment and execution. We did.”

While Eva spoke, Tophe stepped back and ran his fingers through his dark hair. “I’m sorry,” he said, then drew a long breath. “These sorts of questions...you shouldn’t ask them. The answers never help. They’ll lead you down false paths. There is nothing else in existence except Axis Mundi, no other people than the Lux Libera. Everything else is fake. Just...just be careful.” Tophe appeared to be trying to smile, but it came out more as a grimace. “You have a tendency to talk too much.”

“I do not!”

“You speak without thinking first. Let’s say that. That is true.”

“I think out loud.”

“Well...don’t,” Tophe said, moving his hands to his hips, voice hardening. “Look, ground rules. You’re the novice. No more questions. Do what we say. And go read the orders. If you need it, go to the library and refresh your memory on Germany.”

Eva puckered her lips and quirked them sideways, not liking his tone, despite his calm delivery. At least Lydia seemed to take orders from a known and respected superior with good grace.

“We’ll get your supplies,” Tophe continued. “Just...go study. Please.”

Once Lydia was out of earshot, Eva said, “I’m worried, just like you, but we have a responsibility toward her. We need to help her, not berate her.”

Tophe grumbled something under his breath, then acquiesced. “If we fail, it’s the guilt by association I’m most concerned about.”

~*~
[image: image]


Eva was relieved that Elizabeth, mistress of costuming, hadn’t put her in a hobble skirt. “No need for you to be the cutting edge of fashion this go ‘round,” she had said. Instead, she had dressed her in a lovely sapphire sequined evening gown, and nearby, Tophe exited the changing room and adjusted his cuffs, dapper as always in a tailcoat and top hat. Lydia twirled in her frock, a similar cut to Eva’s, though with the higher neckline and longer sleeves befitting a young girl. The jade silk made her green eyes shine.

Having acquired all other supplies and bundled for a German winter night, they had made their way to Yggdrasil, the enormous ash tree every member of Lux Libera traveled through, though more from tradition than necessity. Any tree large enough would do.

Lydia, of course, had practiced traveling many times before being allowed to attend an active mission, and her body outwardly hummed with excitement as she opened a portal. Eva smiled to herself, then laid her hand beside Tophe’s and Lydia’s on the trunk, expanding the portal further. There was nothing magic about their abilities. As a sixth sense, real humans could move freely through space and time simply by changing reality at the quantum level. A string of pure energy danced at the center of every particle, and by slowing the speed, shifting each tone, one after another, like a symphony, they could teach the tree to play a new song, if only for a moment, while they slipped out of their world and into the next.

The trunk shimmered, hazy and immaterial, and then they were amongst the threads of the multiverse, each a separate timeline, a tapestry woven of light. Previously, scouts had traveled ahead, gathering intelligence and placing a beacon for menders like Eva and Tophe to follow. They located the unique signal and exited the portal, stepping out into a wooded corner of the Haber Villa grounds and a crisp, starlit night. Eva shivered despite her fur coat, breath steaming. Lydia whispered, “Look, I’m a dragon.”

Tophe put his finger over his lips and jerked his chin toward the mansion.

Lydia frowned, and then a thought seemed to pop into her head. “Won’t it be a shock to Clara Haber’s friends that she kills herself and Fritz tonight? I understand why she kills herself in the True line, but she’s a different person here. Wouldn’t the confusion keep the lines from merging?”

“I asked you before we left if you had any other questions,” Tophe said, the words hissing through his teeth.

“I know. But...I’m just wondering.”

Tophe pinched the bridge of his nose. “They just do, all right?”

Eva patted her partner on the arm, tapping him out. “Clara’s just as unhappy and depressed in this timeline as she is in the True line, and that fact is no secret. Though she won’t murder Fritz in this timeline, she’ll finally commit suicide when she catches her husband with a mistress and witnesses a successful gas test, but in the True line, Clara is distressed much earlier by his decision to research gas warfare, something he told her earlier this very evening as they were dressing for the party. The news bothers her, but she doesn’t act on it. She’s a chemist herself, the first female doctorate in Germany, and she has only ever wanted science to contribute to the progress of the world, not its destruction. We’re here to make her act on her dismay, just as she does in the True line. The news of their murder-suicide will shock their community, but upon further thought, will surprise no one.”

Lydia cocked her head, then nodded, seemingly satisfied.

“They don’t really feel those things, anyway. It’s just programming,” Tophe said. “We just need to line up their actions, and the effects fall into place. It’s simple. Don’t overcomplicate things.”

“Anything else before we head in?” Eva asked.

Tophe leaned toward Lydia. “Actually, tell me the plan so I know you were listening the third time we told you.”

With a roll of her eyes, Lydia crossed her arms. “You will find Fritz’s military pistol and place it on her dressing table, and Eva and I will introduce ourselves to Clara and mess with her mind.”

“‘Mess with her mind’ implies she has one. We’re just reminding her of thoughts she already possesses, fixing her code.”

“I don’t like it,” Lydia said.

“You don’t have to like it. You just have to do it.” Tophe shifted his weight. “And?”

“And I don’t say anything. I’m just observing.”

“Right.” Tophe tilted his chin and turned on his heel. “On y va.”

“Don’t you mean, auf geht’s?” Lydia asked, a little too loudly.

Tophe slit his eyes but didn’t stop or respond.

“Yes,” Eva said, just to Lydia. “Only German now.”
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“Is that Einstein?” Lydia’s mouth dropped open, and Eva chuckled at her sense of wonder, reminded of her own first times running into famous historical figures. The glamour always faded the moment one saw the warts, the pettiness, the anxieties, the small ways all people failed to be perfect, even the accomplished and beautiful ones, and, more disappointingly, the virtuous ones.

“At least you’ve heard of him,” Tophe said.

“Who’s the man next to him?”

“That’s Carl Bosch. Fritz Haber designed the process for pulling nitrogen out of the sky and turning it into food for plants, but Bosch is the man who built the city-sized machine to make it so.” Tophe’s eyes scanned the heads of the crowded party and the decorative centerpiece, a towering Christmas tree ablaze with tiny candles. “He deserves more credit, I think.”

“Do you want to meet him?” Eva asked. “Einstein, I mean?”

Lydia beamed. “Can I?”

Tophe shifted beside Eva, throwing her a questioning look, and she read his mind. “What? We have plenty of time. Besides, Clara is busy at the moment.”

Tophe puckered his lips, but then lifted a shoulder. “Fine. I’ll steal the pistol off Haber.”

As she watched Tophe weave through the glittering guests, Eva worried that her partner’s attitude might put them in more danger than Lydia’s. He was usually the fun one, coaxing her into side trips before they returned home. Beignets and café in New Orleans. Sampling the first edible chocolate in Britain. Introducing himself to this king or that artist. Then again, he only allowed himself that indulgence once their missions were complete and the timelines had merged. They both assumed their small adventures were benign at that point.

Eva dismissed her concerns about her partner. Of course Tophe was on edge. Lydia irritated her, too, and she posed a real danger to their success; the child didn’t yet understand that time spent in Penance Hall was something she would only want to endure once. Eva had been just as naïve when she was younger, but no one survived repeat mission failures.

Regardless, there was no harm in meeting Einstein.

Within moments, they hovered nearby, eavesdropping on the engineer and the physicist, waiting for the men to make eye contact.

“My dear friend, this “Spirit of 1914”—Germany over all—it is madness. All of Berlin is a lunatic asylum,” Einstein said, his dark eyebrows drawing into a bow. “I’d rather move to Mars and view the inmates from a telescope. Nothing good will come from war. Nothing ever does.”

“Bah,” Bosch responded. “It’s still possible the war will be over in a matter of months. Once the Oppau fertilizer factory is converted to produce the ingredients for gunpowder, we’ll have an endless supply of ammunition.”

Einstein snorted. “Oh, the irony.”

To his credit, Bosch grimaced. “Though I’m not a pacifist like you, Albert, I dislike war as much as the next man, and believe me, I see the irony of toiling away to feed people only to turn around and use the same machine to kill them...But it’s the only way.”

Eva cleared her throat. “Pardon me...Herr Einstein, I presume?” In actuality, no presumption was needed; she had met many copies of him before on other missions, in other timelines.

The two men startled, then bowed before the ladies, clicking their heels.

“I am he,” Einstein said, then introduced the man beside him.

Eva inclined her head. “My name is Helga Schmidt, and this is my niece, Anna. We are cousins of Clara Haber. She mentioned to us you are a physicist, and she knows of my niece’s amateur interest in the science and suggested we meet you.”

A broad grin spread across Einstein’s face. “Well, well! Pleased to make your acquaintance, my dear,” he said, focusing on Lydia. “What part of physics most intrigues you?”

In Eva’s periphery, Tophe inserted himself in the circle of men surrounding Fritz Haber. With her partner away, Eva didn’t stop Lydia from answering the scientist, curious to see how she would handle the conversation. As Lux Libera travelers, both knew the ins and outs of general relativity, had studied it in their very first classes after recruitment, but the young physicist had yet to publish the theory. Lydia would need to be engaging without feeding him thoughts he hadn’t yet had himself.

Once she was confident the girl was navigating the tricky parameters with ease, Eva kept one ear on the discussion and one eye on Clara Haber. Ten minutes passed before she saw her opening.

“Excuse me, Herr Einstein,” Eva said, interrupting him and pulling on Lydia’s sleeve. “We haven’t greeted Clara yet, and I see she is available.”

Einstein clamped his mouth shut, lips thin for a moment, before his smile reached his eyes. “Yes, of course.”

With a last bob of their heads, Eva took Lydia’s arm and hooked it in the crook of her own. “This way,” she said, voice low, anxious to reach the hostess before someone else started talking to her. She spared a glance in Tophe’s direction, but no longer saw him next to Fritz.

“My dear Clara! It’s wonderful to see you again. It’s been too, too long!” Eva plastered joy across her face.

Their hostess’s eyes rounded, blank and confused, obviously struggling to recognize the two strangers. Clara took a quick breath and extended her hand. “Yes, it has been too long,” she said, matching Eva’s enthusiasm, then pressed her lips together as if she would say more but wasn’t sure what.

“You remember my niece, Anna?”

At the supplied name, Clara sighed, and a genuine, relieved smile settled on her features. “Yes, of course. My, how you’ve grown! You’re nearly as tall as a man.”

Lydia’s persona cracked for the span of a heartbeat, and Eva saw the insecure girl underneath before she sealed the breach. Clara might as well have shined a spotlight on the child.

Eva laid a hand on Lydia’s arm. “She’s turning out to be quite the beauty,” she said, smiling up at the girl. “Statuesque.”

At those words, Lydia stood a little taller. “Thank you, Aunt Helga.”

“But enough about us. We want to hear all the news about you and Fritz. I know you’re busy raising young Hermann these days. What of Fritz? I hear he volunteered for the war?” Eva spooled out the lines, deftly creating the illusion of a two-way catching up between old friends. Eventually, Clara seemed to relax, resigned to the notion that she must know these women, for they certainly knew her, and she must have simply forgotten them. How embarrassing.

Finally, Eva said, “Is Fritz working on any new experiments?”

Clara drew back a hairsbreadth, and suspicion flitted behind her eyes, then dispersed. “He was just telling me about a new weapon he’s planning to develop, but I shouldn’t say much more.”

“Do you know what I worry about? Poisonous gas.” Eva rounded her mouth and glanced at Lydia for confirmation. “Can you imagine? How terrifying for our brave men!”

Next to them, a footman leaned in with a tray, and Lydia pounced on two canapés.

Clara’s face, which had blanched, pinkened again. “It’s funny you should say that. I agree; it would be terrifying, but only for our enemies. Such a weapon would end the war sooner. Many more lives would be saved.”

For a moment, Eva’s mind continued on its original track before realizing what the woman was saying. “But any poisonous gas used by us could also be used by our enemies.”

“Not if we surprise them. My husband believes they would be so terrified, we could march to Paris unchallenged.”

Eva’s thoughts reeled. “It doesn’t bother you?” A desperate note came into her voice, and she tried to quash it, to remain calm and reasoned. “You’re a chemist yourself. I’ve always heard you promote science for good. Aren’t you appalled to see technology used to kill people?”

“I’m a German first. We must defend ourselves if we want German civilization to continue to thrive.”

This was not the Clara she had been told to expect; this timeline’s Clara was a patriot. Over Lydia’s shoulder, Tophe stepped through a distant doorway and locked eyes with Eva. He shook his head once, then walked toward a refreshment table.

With an inward sigh, Eva excused herself and Lydia to join her partner, and Clara seemed as relieved to move on to other guests as Eva was to leave.

“Well?” Tophe asked, stuffing a pastry into his mouth. Flakes of laminated crust dusted his lapel, and Eva reached up to brush them off.

“This Clara is immune to our Jedi mind tricks,” Lydia said.

Tophe cocked his head. “What?”

“Bad intel,” Eva said.

“I already knew that. What do you mean, ‘Jedi mind tricks’?”

Lydia’s jaw dropped. “Didn’t you have Star Wars in your birth timeline?”

Tophe took another bite, leaning over a bit to catch the crumbs in his free hand. “No,” he said out of the side of his mouth.

“How did you already know we had bad intel?” Eva asked.

“The pistol isn’t with Fritz. It was supposed to be in a holster on his hip. I’ve started searching the house. I need your help.”

“What about Clara?” Lydia asked.

“One thing at a time.” Tophe rubbed his hands together until Eva handed him a napkin.

~*~
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While Tophe searched the ground floor, Eva and Lydia snuck up the deserted back stairs. After a hasty reminder to leave everything as she had found it, Eva sent Lydia into the first bedroom, then continued to the second one herself, which appeared to be the Habers’ own suite.

She started with the nightstands. Then, the dressing table. Under the bed. Wardrobe. Jacket pockets. Upper shelf. Shoe boxes. Hat boxes. Trunk—thankfully unlocked.

With nothing left to open, Eva stood in the center of the room and let her eyes rove over each piece of furniture, illuminated by a waxing moon, and she peered into the deep shadows, expecting to have overlooked something. When she was sure she had checked everything, she peeked into the dark hallway and listened. Not hearing a sound, she skirted around the door frame and into the next room.

Again, nothing. Her pace quickened as she searched successive rooms down the wing, no longer hopeful. Fritz Haber would have no reason to hide his sidearm in a guest bedroom.

Lydia met her at the top of the main stairway, her search equally fruitless.

Back downstairs, they discovered Tophe waiting for them. “I found a locked drawer in a writing desk. It’s in a back room, away from the party. I already tried to pick it. It’s not coming loose for me.”

“Can I try?” Lydia asked.

“No. Eva’s faster.”

Eva ignored the look of disappointment from their charge. Now was not the time to practice. “You can watch me.”

“No, she needs to be lookout. I can cover you better if I’m with you.”

Lydia huffed, and her mouth drew down into a scowl.

“There will be other chances,” Eva said. “I promise.”

Tophe led the way to a quiet room where an occasional guest passed by, but the hallway cleared long enough for them to slip inside. Eva mouthed the words “Thank you” to Lydia before she closed the door on the girl’s pouty face.

Within moments, Eva rounded the desk and knelt where Tophe pointed. Right-hand top drawer. Tumbler lock. She plucked her tools from her bodice, inserted the tension wrench, and then used her rake pick to knock the pins into place. When that didn’t work, she switched to her hook; she’d do it one pin at a time.

Through the door, they heard Lydia say, “Excuse me, Herr Haber. Where is the toilet?”

“Merde,” Tophe said under his breath, then pulled her to her feet. Eva clutched the tools in her fist and threw her arms around him.

As they had feared, the door opened, spilling light and sound across the threshold. Fritz Haber gazed at them, lips parted and eyebrows raised. “What is this? Who are you?”

While Tophe made their excuses, Eva did her best to blush, eyes cast downward, fiddling with her hair; lovers caught.

“A colleague of Bosch’s, you say? He’s already left, and I didn’t see you arrive with him. Besides, he would never presume to invite guests to my party.” Haber wagged his head. “I don’t know who you are, but I want you to leave. Immediately. Before I call the police.”

Without another word, Tophe grabbed Eva’s hand, and she hurried after him, doubling her pace to keep up with his long-legged stride.

Lydia wasn’t in the hall or the grand rooms they passed. Haber followed close on their heels, escorting them to the door, so they had no choice but to retrieve their coats and leave. At the last moment, Lydia appeared, her brow creased with worry. In her haste to join her mentors, she slipped on the polished floor. Haber’s glower turned to fury when he saw her, but he seemed willing to let them go.

Rather than return to the garden, all three strode down the drive and continued along a residential lane. Eventually, the trio reached a street lined with shops shuttered for the night, and they stopped under the awning of a grocer.

For the entire length of the walk from Haber Villa, Tophe had kept up a muttered stream of French curses, but he was silent now.

“We’ll just have to wait until the last guest leaves, and then break in,” Eva said. “How much time do we have left?”

Tophe’s initial response was to cup the back of his head with laced fingers and turn a half circle, deep in thought. His top hat tipped forward, low over his brow. After a moment, he read his pocket watch and said, “It’s 10:50. Forty-nine minutes. We should be on our way home by now.”

“That lock is going to be a pain in the ass. I can already tell.”

“Didn’t give me any trouble,” Lydia said, holding the gun in her outstretched palm.

A laugh erupted from Tophe. “When did you do that? There wasn’t time.”

“As soon as you left the room with Haber. I was hiding around the corner. It popped right open for me. Two seconds.”

“Thank God,” Eva said, hugging her. “Well done!”

“Now who’s faster?” Lydia asked, jutting her chin at Tophe.

“You. Évidemment.” He grinned at her. “I’m sure we loosened it for you.”

“Whatever. My father was a locksmith. Bet you’re glad I came along.”

“I am,” Tophe said, tone serious. “I should have done my homework on you.”

Lydia scrunched her forehead when she seemed to realize Tophe was no longer teasing her, then she glowed.

“Well,” Eva said after confirming the pistol was loaded. “Nothing to do now but wait, and do this the guaranteed way.”

~*~
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After the last guest turned the corner of the drive, Lydia signaled back to Tophe, who crouched next to the latticed doors that opened onto a side garden. He pushed the edge of a thin plastic card against the latch bolt, forcing the lock to open. After slipping off their shoes and holding them close, all three entered a windowed sitting room. They crept through the house on silent feet. Careful to stay to the side of each stairway tread rather than the noisy center, they ascended, pausing every few seconds to listen when a floorboard creaked.

Each of Lydia’s steps landed flat-footed. To Eva’s ears, the sound echoed through the chambers, making her cringe with anxiety. Unable to endure another, she turned and pantomimed stealth walking with her hand, rolling it palm to fingers as if it was her foot. Lydia squinted at her, and Eva jabbed toward the girl’s stocking toes peeking out from under her skirt.

Lydia formed a silent “ah” with her mouth and stepped forward precisely as she had before. Eva gritted her teeth and told herself it didn’t matter. No one else was in the house, just the Haber’s young son, Hermann, who had already been put to bed earlier in the evening, and the Habers, whose own voices masked any tiny sounds she and Tophe and Lydia might make. The ongoing dialog between the married couple drifted over the banister to the trio.

At the bedroom doorway, with Haber’s gun in his hand, Tophe glanced first at Eva, then at Lydia. Eva would act as backup this time, though she doubted he would need it. Tophe held up the pocket watch, showing Eva the time. 11:38. After a shared nod, he pushed away from the wall and entered the bedroom.

Clara screamed. So did Fritz, which didn’t surprise Eva. Men, startled in the comfort of their own homes, rarely acted with instant bravery.

Tophe pulled the trigger, hitting Herr Haber in the forehead, then turned to Frau Haber and shot her in the chest, exactly where she killed herself in the True line. She had stood from her dressing table but now fell back against it, her disoriented eyes not seeming to know where to land. Tophe. Eva. Lydia. Her husband.

Just as she slid to her knees, knocking a perfume bottle to the floor, they heard a shout from downstairs.

“Who’s that?” Eva whispered. The cloying scent of a thousand concentrated rose petals filled the space, a near tangible thing.

“I don’t know. Maid?” Tophe replied, shoving the pistol into Clara’s hand and threading the dying woman’s finger through the trigger guard. From below, someone clattered up the stairs, rattling the banister.

Tophe gestured emphatically toward the double bed, then slipped behind the door. Lydia was already halfway under when Eva, hampered by her fur coat and pulling and tucking her dress as best she could, dove beside her. To her horror, she saw Lydia’s shoe on the floor next to the bed, but before she could reach out to retrieve it, a woman rushed through the door.

She didn’t scream. Instead, she whispered, “Oh. Oh. Oh...,” scurrying from one body to the other and back again, touching neither.

“Mama?” a child’s voice called from the hallway.

“Hermann!” the woman said and seemed to snap out of her loop of indecisiveness. She was beside him in three strides to cover his eyes with her hand. “We need to get help,” she said, turning his shoulders to put his back to the scene.

“But Mama...”

“They’re hurt, and we need...” The rest of her words became inaudible as she pulled him along with her at a run.

Next to Eva, Lydia sniffed, her lips quivering and tears streaming down her face. Eva brought her mouth to the girl’s ear. “It wasn’t real, Lydia. It wasn’t real. It looked real, but it wasn’t real.”

“We killed them. Tophe killed them. I killed them.”

“No. No, Lydia. Listen. It wasn’t real.”

“But it’s real now. The lines merged, right? It’s real now.” Lydia’s voice fried on her last words.

“Yes, it’s real now, but they killed each other, not us. We didn’t kill them.”

“That boy.” Lydia hid her face in the back of her hands. Downstairs, the front door slammed.

Eva’s heart squeezed, seeing Hermann’s face again in her own memory. “It can’t be helped. It’s what really happened. We can’t change that.”

Lydia cried harder, more audibly now.

“When I first started, it helped if I pretended I killed a bad guy. Even though the old timeline wasn’t real, you can pretend that we just saved millions of people. Literally millions. Think of all the fathers and brothers who won’t be gassed in the trenches, the entire families who won’t be gassed in Auschwitz. Little boys, girls, grandparents, mothers.” Eva felt herself pleading with Lydia and stopped. The girl was overwhelmed. “I’m sorry,” Eva said. “It gets easier. I promise.”

Tophe’s shiny black dress shoes appeared at the edge of the bed, then his knees, hands, and face. “Come on.” He passed Lydia’s dropped shoe to Eva. “Put your shoes back on.”

The house remained dark and quiet as they ran down the stairs and through the sitting room, re-locking the door as they left. At the tree, Lydia braced herself against the trunk and vomited on the roots. Tophe wrinkled his nose, hovering his hand over her back, but then seemed to decide his touch might help. Eva gathered the girl’s hair out of the way.

“Honestly, I threw up the first time, too,” Tophe said.

Eva smirked. “True story.”

When Lydia pushed away from the tree, she smiled wanly. “I’m sorry.”

“No apologies needed,” Tophe said. “You did good. Didn’t even talk too much.”

“You okay?” Eva asked. “It’s not wise to hang out here.”

In answer, Lydia placed her hand on the trunk and formed a portal.

~*~
[image: image]


Lydia remained silent throughout their report to the elders. Despite the bad intel, they had succeeded in the end, repaired the universe a little more, and survived to make it home. That was all that mattered. Tophe praised Lydia’s quick thinking and recommended her for future missions, but the girl didn’t smile. They had been allowed to rest the evening before and had come to the council the following day, but Eva assumed she was still processing her experience.

Dismissed and outside once again, she put her arm around the girl’s waist. “I’m proud of you.”

“Thank you,” Lydia said.

“Eh, me, too,” Tophe said. “Though I hate to admit it.” He shoved her head forward, mussing her hair.

Lydia shied away at first, still subdued, but then fell a step behind and wrapped her long arms around his neck in a rear naked choke. Unfazed, Tophe tossed her over his shoulder in a judo throw and pressed his knee into her belly, laughing. “You’ll have to do better than that.”

The girl’s eyes lit at the challenge, despite the wind being knocked out of her lungs, and Eva was glad to see her
















[image: image]







d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE ACCIDENTAL

TIME
TRAVELERS

T VOLUME 1
AL\] ANTHOLO{C_%Y BY TWELVE
TIME TRAVELIN% AUTHORS





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





