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			Face froze. 

			Hands still. 

			Forever til...

			The wind holds its breath.

			The sun shuts its eye.

			The oceans cease and the moments die.

			One, six, nine, eleven

			And then…

			Midnight never.

			Yesterday and tomorrow severed.

			Today, today, today, every second.

			The end of days but the day without end.

			No escape once in it,

			The infinite minute.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			19:30 

			7.16.2023 AD

			Hollywood, California 

			“My mother was just a baby when she died.”

			Thyme sits at the border, cross-legged and contemplating. She is small with short hair, looking like a pixie at the edge of a petal. After the stylist chopped it short, Mom said Thyme reminded her of an anime version of Tinkerbell. Mom said she liked it. Then the accident happened the very next day. That was a long time ago now. Thyme’s hair is still the same length. Nothing ever changes.

			Thyme looks like a puzzle that genetics was trying to sort out. She has her mother’s midnight hair and almond shape of eyes, but her complexion is softer, and she possesses green irises. Thyme has never met her father, but she knows he must not be Asian like her mother. So she’s always blamed Mom entirely for being five foot and never taller. Now Thyme feels bad about blaming Mom for anything. Mom is dead.

			She’s supposed to get past that. Jiji, her obaasan, urges her all the time to move forward. Her friends have started looking to the future instead of staying stuck in the present. They left her behind, focusing ahead, whereas Thyme just focuses on the dead. Repeat. Repeat. Repeat. It never turns tomorrow. Nothing changes. Nothing ever changes.

			Thyme has come out here often since the accident. She finds a place right here on the lush lawn on the gravelly knoll overlooking Santa Monica Boulevard. She can see the tree where Mom wrapped the Escalade around the trunk of a mesa oak. It always rains on the tree, ever since the accident, as if the sky can weep for her mother even though Thyme cannot. It rains and rains and rains, but the tree never grows.

			Sometimes Thyme cries, alone and unmoored, drifting without a mother or father, sitting solo in a world without moments, yet things never change. Endless tears, and yet grief never goes. She feels so empty but also still so full—absolutely overflowing with sadness.

			“A baby crashed an Escalade into a tree,” says the woman standing behind Thyme. “This is a strange time indeed.”

			Strange time. Thyme checks her watch. Seven-thirty. It’s just habit because the minute hand never changes, and the hour is always the same. Thyme is trapped in the moment. Mom has been dead for nearly a year, but really no time has passed at all. She wonders if it ever will.

			The woman standing behind her is Mallory Norman. Ms. Norman has come to Hollywood to take Thyme away to school. A new school, far away across the other side of the United States. This will be Thyme’s last visit to the knoll where she comes to memorialize her mother. An aircraft waits for them, ready to take them somewhere else—to New York City in 1980. A place that seems to Thyme as big and mysterious as another planet.

			She doesn’t want to leave, but she knows she can’t stay.

			Because there’s nothing left for her here.

			Thyme recalls a poem she read a long time ago by someone whose name she can’t remember with a title that slipped her mind. The poet talked about the infinite minute, the point of death when time stops and everything suspends. Thyme thought it was about the poet’s own end, life flashing before her eyes, an entire lifetime replayed over the course of minute moments. But now she knows it’s about the interminable hours of mourning after a loved one has passed. The infinite minute is experienced by the ones left behind.

			It’s evening, and the sun is out. It seems like this day has gone on forever. There’s no breeze to stir the world, to move it on, to indicate that things are going from here to there. The whole scene seems stuck, like someone made a photograph of life and then tore up the real thing. The world of mornings and tomorrows and mothers who lived to be grandmothers became just a fairy tale.

			There’s been a fundamental change in the way things work. Mom is gone. She’s no longer a part of Thyme’s life. It makes a hole that threatens to suck up everything else—a heartache with its own gravity. Thyme has to leave California, or she will fall into the abyss and never find her way out. She’s been walking around the edge of it ever since the accident, tottering on the rim, always one weak moment from teetering into a torrent of tears. 

			The trees all around Thyme are full and green, teeming with life in a mockery of the memorial on this borderland of untimely death. There are clouds across the blue that never cross the sun, never cast a shadow on the gloom of a teenage girl’s grief. It’s ever bright and blazing in Hollywood on July the Sixteenth, 2023, as if the day is trying to snuff her sorrow. It will take more than this day. This day has tried hard enough for long enough. It’s time for somewhere else. Thyme is ready for tomorrow.

			“I suppose we should go?” she asks.

			“Take as much time as you need,” Ms. Norman says, placing a withered old hand on Thyme’s shoulder. “There’s no hurry. We’ll still get there when we get there.”

			As much time as she needs? She needs all the time in the world, but isn’t the world fresh out of time?

			Thyme remembers when she was a toddler and still exploring the world, sometimes reaching for something sharp or something hot. Mom would put her in time out. To protect her. To give her a moment to breathe and collect herself. She feels like she’s been in timeout for the last year since the accident. 

			“I’m ready,” Thyme tells. It’s a lie. It’s a lie Thyme will always tell.

			“All right,” Ms. Norman says. “The others are looking forward to meeting you.”

			This is a brand-new school, and Thyme Mugen is part of the inaugural class of the Mallory Norman Institute of Time. Ms. Norman founded the school and runs it as headmistress. She chose Thyme specifically from thousands of applicants from every state across the nation. The class represents the diverse population of the new United States. It’s meant to squelch the talk of some states seceding and quell the murmurs of insurrection. The institute will have students representing nearly every one of the fifty states.

			Thyme hasn’t been to a single class since the accident. Days are all the same, one after another, sunny and temperate outside but cold and dark on the inside. Mom is gone, and Thyme was left alone with Jiji, who isn’t known for being warm and fuzzy. Thyme could’ve used a shoulder to cry on.

			“Can we stop by Jiji’s?” Thyme asks, getting to her feet and brushing grass off her jeans. “I still have to pick up my things.”

			“Of course. I assumed you wanted to say goodbye.”

			“She’s on the other side of LA,” Thyme says. “Jiji spends most of her time at a youth spa up north.”

			Ms. Norman looks like she’s considering the facts, contemplating if she ought to report Thyme’s obaasan for something illegal. It doesn’t matter to Thyme when she’s gone. Jiji deals with the loss of her daughter in a different way than Thyme handles losing her mother. Jiji told Thyme that what happened out there on Santa Monica Boulevard was nonsense and that Rikona Mugen will come back once things get situated. Once the clocks are fixed. As if what’s wrong with the world will ever be repaired. It’s been a year now since time broke, and things aren’t any different today than when Thyme’s mother turned into an infant and crashed her car into a tree.

			Time stopped the day she lost her mom. And it may never start again.

			***

			Thyme’s obaasan started remodeling the house shortly after her daughter died. “It looks like an old woman lives here,” she complained after tomorrow never came. Thyme hadn’t even been able to finish her mother’s obituary before Jiji started planning ways to seem younger. To turn back time. It began with new paint on the exterior of her house. Pink. Bright. Youthful. Then the white picket fence was replaced with a border made of tempered glass tinted scarlet, like flat polished flames. Lawn gnomes and garden stones became modern sculptures and new-age windchimes. 

			Now Jiji is off in Brentwood at the youth spa again, gone longer and longer every time she leaves, enjoying somewhen that makes her feel young enough to match their hipster house. So Thyme walks up the stamped concrete walkway, featuring peace symbols and smiley faces, without worrying that she’ll get accosted by her obaasan and a million questions. Thyme didn’t tell Jiji that she had been accepted to the Mallory Norman Institute of Time. She plans on slipping away while Jiji is gone.

			Ms. Norman accompanies Thyme. Looking older than even Jiji when she finally shuffles back home to 2023, Ms. Norman is a curious mix of indistinct ethnicity. Thyme has many mixed-race friends—Britney has an Asian mom and an Indian father, Karsen’s mom is African-American, and her dad is Latino, Chantel has a white mom and an anonymous father of obviously non-white origin. Thyme herself is the offspring of her Asian mother and someone certainly of European descent. She never met her father, or ever saw his picture, or even knew his name, but he has to be Caucasian. Ms. Norman’s complexion from the future represents a someday that 2023 has only begun to breach. The headmistress looks exotic, beautiful regardless of age.

			An old woman meets them at the door of Thyme’s obaasan’s home. She appears nearer Ms. Norman’s age but wears clothes that would look more appropriate on someone of Thyme’s generation. Jiji is tiny, as short as Thyme, with hair almost white and wrinkles rippling her sour expression. 

			“You’re back already?” Thyme asks.

			“I met someone. He’s taking me to Paris. We’ll be gone for an e-week or two,” Jiji says. “He’s only twenty-two when he’s from.”

			Maybe Jiji meant to impress Thyme, but it only makes her granddaughter scrunch up her nose. 

			“You can’t keep running away, Jiji,” Thyme says.

			“Well, I can’t stay stuck here either, Thyme,” Jiji snaps. Then she suddenly takes note of the other old woman, as if Jiji trained her eyes to overlook other elderly. “And who is this?”

			Thyme’s obaasan wears a top so tight it leaves little to the imagination and bottoms so short they could have been considered underwear. What might’ve been entirely appropriate someday up in Brentwood is certainly not a good look for a grandmother here and now. Jiji’s T-shirt reads “Young at heart.” 

			The headmistress offers a withered hand to the old woman standing before her. “My name is Mallory Norman.” Ms. Norman is taller than Jiji by a head, has wrinkled more elegantly than Thyme’s grandmother, and sports hair just as white as Jiji’s.

			“Ms. Norman, this is my grandma,” Thyme introduces.

			“Just call me Renaissance. Or Ren for short,” Thyme’s obaasan says with a frown directed at Thyme. “Like I told you.”

			“Pleased to meet you, Ren,” Ms. Norman says politely.

			“Can I ask what you’re doing with my—with Thyme?” Ren asks arms crossed under her chest, propping her sagging bosom up in a shirt designed for someone a quarter of her age.

			“I’m here to escort her to school,” Ms. Norman says. “The first semester at the Minute starts very soon.”

			“The Minute?” Ren asks, obviously uninformed.

			Ms. Norman looks sideways at Thyme with an expression of accusation. Hadn’t Thyme already informed Ren and gotten proper approval? The teenager had planned on being long gone before Renaissance Mugen returned from Brentwood. Thyme would’ve rather avoided this scene, and not just because of Jiji’s current unfortunate wardrobe.

			“She founded a school called the Mallory Norman Institute of Time. It’s in New York,” Thyme says. “M.N.I.T. Everyone calls it the Minute.”

			“How clever,” Ren sniffs. “And you think you’re running off across the country to some new school? Your family is here. I’m here. And I am in charge of taking care of you, Thyme. I still need to sign off before you can leave.”

			“At the rate you run off to chase the past, you’ll be stuck soon enough on some holiday somewhere, regressed to infancy and wearing diapers,” Thyme snaps, temper lost.

			“Don’t be ridiculous. You’re always so dramatic!”

			“It comes from being a teenager, obaasan,” Thyme says with a loud voice. “I’m sure you’re my age often enough that you know what I mean.”

			Ren huffs and fumes. Ms. Norman looks back and forth between Thyme and her grandmother as if reconciling two different generations of Mugens that look like they share the same wardrobe and the same temperament. Thyme regrets pushing Jiji’s buttons because Ren’s signature that Thyme forged on her M.N.I.T. application is now invalidated.

			“You can’t leave me, Thyme.”

			“I have to go,” Thyme tells, looking over her shoulder in the general direction of Santa Monica Boulevard and the tree where her mother died when she was a baby. “I can’t stay here.”

			“You should be here when Rikona comes home,” Ren says.

			Ms. Norman looks away. She doesn’t say it, but Thyme knows. Ms. Norman built a new school and recruited a full complement of students from time zones across the United States. The headmistress doesn’t think the clocks will restart anytime soon. Thyme’s mother is never coming back.

			“I’m going,” Thyme says. “I can’t stay in one place for the rest of my life.”

			“Only if I say so,” Ren argues. “Isn’t that right, Ms. Norman?”

			“Thyme is still a minor even by her equivalent age,” Ms. Norman concedes. “But a case may be made in the courts for your capacity as legal guardian, madam.” Ren scowls as if “madam” is even worse than “Grandma.” “Using passports for extended travel between zones to relive your youth may be deemed as negligent care. Such flagrant narcissism may exempt you as an adequate guardian of Thyme’s best interests. I can certainly take it up with some friends of mine in the judiciary.”

			Ren’s countenance appears more like ruin on her aged face than any sort of threatening expression. The old woman looks ridiculous in her teenage attire. Ms. Norman is the headmistress of a federal institute of learning sanctioned by the president himself and has connections that should perhaps cause concern for Renaissance Mugen. Jiji looks like she has come to the same conclusion. 

			“You’ll write?” Jiji asks.

			“Every day,” Thyme answers drily.

			Although that doesn’t mean the same thing now as it once did.

			***

			The physics of the world changed when time stopped. All the clocks quit turning. The sun stilled. One day became all eternity. Calendars were rendered obsolete. The world cracked into thousands of time zones, each a different era set side by side. Across America, fifty distinct epochs are cataloged, all adjacent to one another. Los Angeles is split right down the middle, July the sixteenth, 2023, where Thyme lives, right next to April the first, 1948, when Thyme’s mother died.

			The borders of each zone act as temporal gateways. Passing through these ephemeral curtains between time zones shifts the age of the person crossing the threshold, making them older or younger, instantaneous changes anywhere along the span of a normal lifetime. One may start in 2023 as a sixty-year-old woman with an obstinate granddaughter and walk into 1948 as a nubile young lady in her twenties. A mother could drive across the border from 2023 to seventy-five years in the past at the very moment time freezes, turning into a baby and crashing into an oak tree. Dead before she even realized what happened.

			The equivalent of one year after the Freeze, no one still really knows what happened.

			One e-year after the clocks stopped, it’s time to make the best of the situation.

			Ms. Norman founded the Minute to bring the time zones together. States anywhen from 215,138 BC (in a place that will someday be called Delaware) to 4807 AD (which was once known as Oregon) have to coexist. Some zones still had legalized slavery mashed next to an epoch with advanced bio-silica entities well beyond considerations of skin color. Cro-Magnon cavemen now neighbor Wild West cowboy towns on one side and futuristic federations full of unfathomable advancements on the other. They have all been trying to form the United States of Time. Predictably, there have been problems. Divisions. The states tentatively agreed to recognize Washington, DC, as the federal focus during this trying time, but the discretion of the capitol’s control is tenuous. The Institute is supposed to symbolize togetherness, a centerpiece of this melting pot of eras.

			Thyme is honored to be a part of the inaugural class.

			“President Harrison has a lot riding on the success of the school,” Ms. Norman explains as they sit in a brand new Mercedes retrofitted with AI independent navigation imported from a future, the car moving them from Jiji’s house to the airport without either person in the vehicle paying any attention to the route. “There are factions that are resistant to solidarity. Jefferson Davis in 1869 is calling for some zones to secede from the union.”

			“That guy wants to start another Civil War?” Thyme asks, astonished that history could repeat itself even when you already know the ending.

			“There are many opinions as to the impending direction of the United States, Thyme. As many opinions as there are time zones. Those differing ideals bring some of the disparate eras into conflict,” Ms. Norman says. “My goal in creating the school is to show everyone that people from every time period can come together peacefully and get along. The future doesn’t have to be directed by divergent pasts.”

			“Lofty goals,” Thyme says.

			“I want to make a better tomorrow.”

			“Too bad it’s always today.”

			“It won’t always be today.”

			“It might never turn tomorrow,” Thyme argues.

			“We all need to think differently than we did before the Freeze. Cause and effect. Destiny and predetermination. Yesterday to today to tomorrow. All those old rules are gone,” Ms. Norman says. This feels like Thyme’s first lesson as a student of the Mallory Norman Institute of Time. “We can take a different path. We can make a better present. When we eventually turn the page of the calendar, tomorrow will look a lot brighter than it seems right now.”

			“The California sunshine really suits your disposition,” Thyme says.

			“When I come from, it’s always night. I’ve spent the last year in the darkness, Thyme. I’m ready for the light.”

			Bob Hope Airport is in Burbank, at the edge of the border to 2803. A bustling hub before the Freeze, it shut down most services right after time stopped. Crossing time zones can be dangerous and even fatal—if turning into a baby could end tragically in 1948, imagine a planeload of people suddenly piloted by a toddler as a jet passes over a border. Now, the airport serves only an occasional airplane, futuristic flying contraptions piloted by robots or controlled remotely like massive drones. 

			Such a machine sits out on the tarmac, the only transportation that isn’t stashed indefinitely along the empty terminals or shuttered permanently in the massive hangers. The contraption that allows the Mercedes to retrofit to AI autopilot is simple and small—it’s much harder to modify a 747. So instead of overhauling existing aircraft, the only vehicles currently in rotation are transports from future time zones capable of nonhuman navigation. Silver and shiny as a sheet of tinfoil, the craft on the tarmac is flatter than traditional jets and as round as a UFO shown in grainy conspiracy theory photographs. The transport on the airport runway seems like a prop from an old science fiction movie like They Came from Mars. Thyme’s life seems like it’s set in a sci-fi story called The Day the Clocks Stood Still.

			Standing outside on the tarmac as Thyme and Ms. Norman pull up is a teenager Thyme’s age. He’s tall enough to play professional basketball. His arms are crossed in front of him like they’re too long for him to properly know what to do with them next, and he stands with his legs apart as if they might tangle if they get too close together. Next to him, a woman poses like she’s ready for someone to take a picture. She looks like a blonde movie star from the old films Thyme’s mom used to watch on rainy spring days. Clearly, she’s proud of her buxom curves, a short dress stretched over her womanly figure. Although the woman displays perpetual postures, there’s no one around with a camera.

			The car pulls right up to the flying saucer. Concepts like ticket lines and going through security are things of the past. The airport itself is more a ghost town than a transportation center. There’s no other aircraft on any runway. Since travel between zones is now strictly regulated by visas issued by the federal government, Ms. Norman has already secured proper credentials for all approved students to travel from California to New York. She passes Thyme her passport as they approach the aircraft. 

			“Thyme Mugen, I’d like to introduce you to two other new students. This is Efren Cortez, also from 2023. I picked him up earlier. He lives right here in Burbank.”

			Efren extends a hand that’s as wide as Thyme’s whole face. His head dangles on a stem of a neck like the wilted head of a flower with heavy petals. His feet are huge and fascinating, and Efren seems as interested in them as Thyme is, although surely he has stared at them his whole life. Everything about him is awkward as if he’s made of mismatched parts.

			“Nice to meetcha,” he mumbles, a faint Latin accent matching his subtle Hispanic features.

			“You’re tall,” Thyme says.

			Efren looks Thyme over as if searching for an equal observation to pay her in return. She is shorter than average, not too wide and not too thin, of Asian descent and therefore of unremarkable complexion, black hair styled more boyish than girly, and she wears clothes as generic as anyone else in 2023 SoCal.

			“You’re pretty,” he says.

			Thyme blushes.

			The blonde butts in, hand out, grabbing Thyme and shaking her hand. “My name is Candy Kane. I’m from across the border in 1948, but I was only fifteen over there,” she says with a megawatt smile and enough sparking self-confidence to jumpstart a car. “When I came across the border to 2023, I got these!” She actually grabs her own bosom and gives them a shake. “Ha! Now I look like Veronica Lake. Gotta get my hair styled like a peek-a-boo girl.”

			“I don’t know who Veronica Lake is,” Thyme tells. “I’m not sure what a lot of those words even mean.”

			“Doesn’t matter,” Candy says. She almost looks shy about it, like a girl from 2023 realizing she’s wearing a One Direction tee instead of fawning over solo Harry Styles. Candy stares at Thyme like she has something on her face. Thyme brushes the back of her hand across her nose just in case. “I’ve never met a girl my age that’s from the future. Maybe we can be friends!”

			It didn’t sound like Thyme would have any say in the matter.

			“Your name is really Candy?” Thyme asks. “Candy Kane?”

			“It’s actually Candace, but everyone calls me Candy.”

			“Of course they do.”

			“They say it’s because I’m so sweet.”

			“Of course you are.”

			“Now that we’re all acquainted, we have one more student to retrieve before we fly out of LA,” Ms. Norman says. “She’s just across the runway. She’s from tomorrow. The future cuts across a part of the 2023 airport. She’ll meet us at the border, so we don’t have to cross temporal zones.”

			“Another girl from the future?” Candy asks gleefully.

			“I know you’ll like her,” Ms. Norman says with a nod. “Her name is Honor Fitzgerald.”

			***

			The borders that separate the zones—the actual lines where the world has cracked apart and reassembled into a quilt of disparate eras—have a unique look. The boundary between different times glows with a distinctive red light. Like a warning, Jiji would say, on the rare occasion she joined Thyme at the edge of 1948 where Mom died.

			Thyme has spent the equivalent of an entire year thinking about the past, but now here she is looking into the future. An actual tomorrow. The year on the other side of the line is 2803. Thyme hasn’t considered tomorrow in such a long time that she becomes absolutely enchanted by the sight. A few feet in front of her, it’s sometime other than time’s eternal today or Thyme’s interminable yesterday.

			Thyme and her new companions remain a safe distance away from the shimmering curtain of scarlet light as Ms. Norman steps up to the border. On the other side, Honor Fitzgerald stands in the rain, looking back.

			Border stations along the demarcations between time zones are controlled by federal workers who attempt to prevent unauthorized migration between eras. Thyme wonders if they had simply repurposed airline employees as border agents. Certainly, the woman behind the booth at the station along the line between 2023 and 2803 could have once sat behind a ticket counter dealing boarding passes.

			Now, the ticket-taker looks bored. Where once airline attendants worked in an industry of inertia and energy, things after the Freeze move slowly. The ticket-taker watches television, a replay of a CNN interview of President William Henry Harrison on-location at the White House in 1841. The news scrolling headlines across the bottom of the screen describe tensions between different time zones, instigated especially by the citizens of 1869. Jefferson Davis, former president of the Confederacy during the War Between the States, is banging the separatist drums once again. History repeats itself even when time is on pause. President Harrison is pushing for national unity between the disparate epochs, but Davis leads a growing chorus of dissent that supports all fifty different time zones within the continental united temporal states exercising individual autonomy. Fifty individual nations instead of fifty United States of Time.

			While Thyme was distracted with grief, history had marched on, despite the undisturbed calendar. Her world may have come to a crashing halt, but the rest of America hadn’t observed her interminable moment of mourning. Time may not march on, but the citizens of America had.

			Ms. Norman plans to found the Institute to show people that citizens from all these different millennia can work together. Separated by decades and centuries and millennia, nevertheless, Americans have something in common no matter when they come from. No different from the earliest people to come to this land millennia before the Europeans to the last vestiges of indigenous patriots still living in the far future, the population of this part of the world all come from somewhere else. Now it is just somewhere and somewhen. The differences now are less geography or genealogy and more chronology. But the differences have always been what everyone has in common. The melting pot, ad infinitum.

			Yet Thyme doesn’t want to leave. And she knows she can’t stay.

			The border station acting as access back and forth between the 21st and 29th centuries is currently under construction along the tarmac. A plywood shell delineates the building’s shape, separate stations for bureaucrats and security and travelers, and a waiting area for loved ones. Security along the border is reminiscent of airport screeners, down to the metal detector archways relocated from inside the Bob Hope Airport terminal to outdoor under the eaves of the new border station. The ticket booth with the bored border agent is entirely empty. Visas regulating immigration from across state lines are rarely granted. Extending left and right out from the station, following the curve of the scarlet screen of incandescent light, is a concrete wall cordoning off random migration, with a wide opening where Honor Fitzgerald currently stands waiting for approval to step into 2023. The tarmac on either side of the centuries is covered in soft mats because occasionally, the transition results in someone on the floor, sometimes a squealing baby or a stumbling senior. Chairs and sofas are arranged behind a glass partition that acts as the receiving room, where Thyme and the other students wait and watch the latest arrival. Ms. Norman obtained special permission to stand right at the portal between timelines to receive her newest pupil.

			Thyme has never seen anyone cross zones. She knows the story of her mother, driving along Santa Monica Boulevard in 2023 when the Freeze occurred, crossing over the shimmering, scarlet border into the past without realizing anything had happened. She regressed to infancy and lost control of the Escalade. Many people across the country died at the same instant when time stopped. After the Freeze, crossing between time zones has been strictly regulated across all states and managed through passports granted by the federal authorities.

			After the Freeze. Too late to matter. Time never passes, but it’s still possible to be too late. Too late to save Thyme’s mom.

			“Are you okay?” Efren asks, noticing a tear.

			Thyme frowns and wipes the terrible teardrop away. She doesn’t need to talk to a stranger about her dead mother. She isn’t ready to swap sob stories with some string bean teenager. Her tears are none of his business. She suddenly wants to punch him right in the face, but she would need a stool or a boost up for her small fist to reach his stupid nose.

			“I’m fine,” Thyme snaps.

			Now on CNN, Jefferson Davis explains to Anderson Cooper that he supports open borders and fluid migration.

			In Honor’s era, the ‘morrow looks about sixteen and is thin as a rail. Her complexion is an exotic mix of races, hints of the whole world in her features and color. Darker than Thyme, lighter than Khalid, she looks like the child of all six populated continents, a mix of many ethnicities. The girl is entirely bald as if genetically modified to be smooth and styleless. 

			Thyme watches intently as Honor Fitzgerald steps across from the year 2803 into Thyme’s present. As soon as Honor touches the glowing red veil between zones, she flickers forward as if moved in both space and time. She instantly transforms from a teenager into an old woman, wrinkles appearing across her interesting face, stature bending to the ramifications of decades. Her chest drops precipitously, the effects of age and unkind gravity occurring instantaneously. Ms. Norman has a papoose in one hand and a cane in the other. She passes Honor the cane.

			Honor is from almost eight hundred years in the future, so what she wears ought to be strange and otherworldly. When Thyme considers what they wore eight hundred years prior to 2023, she supposes her blue jeans with custom rips and T-shirt sporting a superhero symbol, and hair as short as any boy’s would seem alien to someone in a plain brown woolen tunic belted around the middle, paired with a simple headdress and leather shoes. But Honor’s attire is simple and practical, a material that seems able to expand with a shift in size, an indiscriminate khaki color that can shrink to accommodate a toddler or stretch to fit a full-fledged adult. Her exposed skin features subdermal tattoos seemingly made from LED lights running in lines like luminous rivers, color shifting up and down Honor’s arms and over her face and across her smooth scalp as she moves, shapes and shades changing at whim. 

			The look would have been new and exciting if Honor hadn’t aged to such a degree that she appears more like death a’coming.

			Still, Candy rushes up to Honor as Ms. Norman leads her into the reception area. “Ohmigoodness, you’re from the future!”

			Thyme is also from Candy’s future, yet had only elicited about half the awe heaped on Honor. The difference between seventy years into tomorrow and eight hundred….

			Ms. Norman excuses herself, taking the stack of forms Honor brought across to the ticket-taker in the booth. The news shows a summit between 2772 Paris and English lords from 503 AD. Europe has its own problems, with prehistoric beasts roaming much of Scandinavia and the Baltic states mostly stuck in the Ice Age. 

			“There was no one to see you off, Honor?” Efren asks, looking at the lonely zone on the other side of the shimmering scarlet curtain.

			“My progeny do not agree with my decision to cohabitate with savages,” Honor answers.

			“Excuse me?” Thyme reacts, glaring at the ‘morrow with hands balled into fists.

			“Didn’t you have to get your parents to sign off on this?” Candy asks Honor.

			“Sign off?”

			“Get permission?” Candy rephrases.

			Honor sniffs. “Offspring are not considered property in 2803. Slavery is an archaic idea.”

			“I think the idea is that someone sixteen years old probably won’t be mature enough to make a decision that will affect their entire future,” Thyme suggests drily.

			“Think? Idea? Future?” Honor ticks off. “Do you whippersnappers from the past speak so frequently about concepts entirely beyond your grasp?”

			“Is having manners beyond your grasp?” Thyme sneers, getting right up in Honor’s face. Something glowing like LEDs moves subcutaneously under Honor’s wrinkled flesh. “And who are you calling a whippersnapper? I’m the same age as you are!”

			“Please. In the future, intellectual advancements are such that a two-year-old from 2803 is already a more advanced thinker than any sixteen-year-old simpleton from 2023. I really hate when Neanderthals assume they can understand the future.”

			“No one says ‘whippersnapper’ in 2023,” Thyme says tersely. “You sound like my obaasan. And you look as old as her, too.”

			This finally silences the girl from tomorrow. Ms. Norman returns from giving the ticket-taker Honor’s paperwork. The newcomer is now properly processed through the system. Ms. Norman looks at the four students she has assembled thus far, notes the lingering animosity like a stench hanging in the air, and frowns a little. Thyme has second thoughts about the success of Ms. Norman’s social experiment. Nevertheless, the headmistress loses the frown and smiles so big and bright that it rivals the never-setting sun that has hung over Hollywood for the equivalent of an entire year.

			“One more stop, and then we’ll be heading to the east coast,” Ms. Norman says. “So we will have a little more time to get to know each other better.”

			All the time in the world, Thyme thinks.

			***

			Efren Cortez had asked Honor Fitzgerald why there was no one to see her off. Apparently, in the future, sentimentality will become extinct. Thyme’s obaasan had to be threatened with possible criminal prosecution to let Thyme go, but she finally relented. Thyme said her goodbye at home, and that was that. But not everyone manages a low-key exodus. A massive crowd of people gathers around the airship parked on the tarmac, dozens of Latinos carrying homemade signs that read “¡Hasta mañana, Efren!” and “¡Te extrañaremos!” Some wear shirts with Efren’s face from when he was younger, smiling big from ear to big ear.

			Efren Cortez’s family is huge. Both in number—some three-dozen mingling around the runway—and in size, his paternal parentage featuring no one shorter than six feet tall. Even a boy who looks a few years younger than Thyme still exceeds six feet. Efren’s father is a handsome man with a gray mustache and a black head of hair who towers over all. Seven feet at least, he seems twice the height of Efren’s mother. Small and round, Mrs. Cortez cannot be even five feet, the shortest of her family, shorter than even Thyme. 

			Out of the corner of her eye, Thyme catches a glance of someone moving on her perimeter. She startles, jumping to an impossible conclusion. Mom? It has happened several times since the accident. Out of the corner of her eye or walking through a crowd of people, she might glimpse black hair styled just so or a shirt in a certain color and taste that would suit her mother. Or Thyme might hear a voice that sounds familiar at a store and smile before that smile crashes. Sometimes a laugh peels across a public place, and it sounds like her. But it’s never Mom. Then the feeling of her being gone is worse than ever. This time is like every other time—the person Thyme saw out the corner of her eye was just another of Efren’s family moving to join the crowd.

			Ms. Norman gently informs the gathered family that it’s time for the new recruits to the Institute to go. Efren’s mother hugs him for the tenth time. She tugs on Efren’s shirt sleeve, and he bends down, his radar-dish ear by her face as she whispers something to him. Efren nods solemnly. Didn’t he glance quickly at Thyme before agreeing to his mother’s words?

			Then his father pulls him into a gangly embrace that seems to have more arms than an octopus. He pats Efren roughly on the back and says, “You represent the Cortez name with honor out there in the world. What it means to be a man is timeless. You remember how you were raised, son.”

			Efren starts down the line of relatives, big and small, pulling him into a warm embrace. Uncles, aunts, cousins, siblings, two sets of grandparents all wish him well, with tears welling in their eyes. Thyme cannot help but stare. She is an only child who only ever had a mother and one obaasan who she considered family. Efren’s family seems to go on and on and on.

			A voice comes up from a location just below Thyme’s ears. “You take good care of my boy.”

			Mrs. Cortez somehow slipped close enough to Thyme that she could’ve reached around and given the girl a hug of her own. Thyme is not a hugger. But she has been known, when her temper flares and yatsuatari suru, to be a slugger.

			“The dude is like a tree. I think he can take care of himself.”

			“Even a tree sways in fierce winds,” Mrs. Cortez says. “You two are tethered by this moment, tied together from common origins. There will be many trials out there in this new, strange world. You will need someone to stand with you, and my Efren will need the same.”

			They’ll be the only two students from 2023 in the inaugural class of the Mallory Norman Institute of Time. Perhaps Mrs. Cortez is right. Maybe Thyme needs someone to have her back among fawning starstruck démodés from the past and condescending ‘morrows that think they know everything just because it’s written in a history book.

			“All right,” Thyme promises. “I’ll keep him out of trouble.”

			“Oh, I don’t know about that,” Mrs. Cortez says with a sly smile. “I just want a promise that when you do get up to trouble, you have his back.”

			Thyme looks at the tall, gangly boy hugging down the line of relatives like a groom freshly married and off to his honeymoon. Efren looks apologetically affectionate and yet unabashedly engaged in each and every interaction. The boys Thyme knew before the Freeze would have scurried away from public displays such as this. 

			“I promise.”

			Efren finally finishes and walks back to his fellow students. 

			Honor moves away when he stands too near her. “That was a garish display of how disease was transmitted in the past. It is no wonder the Black Death ran rampant through the population.”

			“The Black Death was like, seven-hundred-years ago,” Thyme says.

			“Exactly,” Honor agrees.

			Thyme fumes. “There are no hugs and kisses in 2803?”

			“Zounds, no!” Honor wrinkles her nose. “I hate any displays of affection, but especially public ones.”

			“That explains a lot,” Thyme tells. “And we don’t use ‘Zounds’ as an exclamation anymore. I don’t know if anyone really ever did.”

			“Well, the more common teenage colloquialisms of 2023 are best not utilized in polite company,” Honor says like a snooty teacher giving lessons to imbeciles. “Your archaic four-letter expressions are offensive to most zones outside this one.”

			“Yes, let’s stick with exclamations that avoid vulgarity,” Ms. Norman agrees. “And let’s also refrain from insults between different eras, both veiled and blatant. Everyone needs to try to get along.”

			“That’ll never happen,” Thyme grumbles under her breath.

			Honor apparently has better hearing than anyone in 2023. “I believe it is your William Shakespeare that said, ‘Never say never.’”

			“That was Justin Bieber,” Thyme says.

			Honor scowls. She looks like a bitter old woman who wants everyone off her lawn, but she’s, in fact, Thyme’s age and another snotty posh that thinks she’s better than everyone else. They would have to be enemies. Thyme doesn’t like the future. She doesn’t like the present. Thyme prefers the past, and Honor abhors it.

			Ms. Norman leads the students toward the UFO parked on the runway. Efren takes one last look back at his parents and the rest of his sprawling family, his wide gait slowing a little. He hesitates as if he has second thoughts. Ms. Norman is already onboard. Candy bounds up the stairs and into the large-scale drone. Honor deliberately takes the steps one by one. Efren stops at the bottom, still looking at his family. Thyme sees it in his eyes. He doesn’t want to leave them.

			“There’s no going back, Efren,” Thyme tells. “Time is stuck. We can only try to go forward.”

			Is she trying to convince Efren or herself? Nothing ever changes. Not really.

			“A school made up of students from all different eras throughout history,” Efren sighs. “That does sound pretty cool, right?”

			“That sounds like something that actually deserves a ‘zounds!’” Thyme says.

			Efren nods. He ascends the stairs without another look back, taking the steps two by two. Thyme climbs up last. Glancing at her watch, it still says seven-thirty, ever and always on pause. She doesn’t know if she will ever see 2023 again, but she doesn’t look back. She’s ready for another day.

			***

			Inside the drone, the interior is one circular room, approximately the size of Thyme’s homeroom back in high school, back when history was still contained in books rather than scattered haphazardly across the continent. Comfortable cushioned couches face each other in the center, with more individual seats situated outside the nucleus. Efren, Candy, and Thyme take spots in the communal center of the transport. Honor sits alone in a seat, looking out a strange portal in the silver wall. The window is seamless on the surface, a transparent, round shape in an otherwise opaque shell. In fact, the whole of the drone appears poured from a single mold, with no joints visible anywhere. This is certainly technology from somewhen futurer than 2023.

			Ms. Norman stands in the center of the circularly arranged seating. “One more stop. We have a student to pick up in 1960, and then we’ll be off to New York.”

			“Will the other students already be there?” Candy asks eagerly.

			Ms. Norman nods. “The other faculty has been gathering the rest of the student body from zones all across the country. Most of them should be at the Minute by the time we get back.”

			“How many?” Thyme asks. When she applied to the Institute, it was to get away from 2023. She couldn’t be stuck in the day of her mother’s death anymore. She hadn’t delved into the details. The only thing she really knows about the Minute is that the Institute is in New York, and that’s far enough away. Plus, New York is in 1980, and that’s long enough ago
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