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  The Manchurian Paradox


   


  The wet, fleshy thwack of a high-caliber round hitting a human body followed almost immediately on the crack of a distant rifle shot. Blood sprayed from the exit wound, splattering the presidential candidate’s wife and half a dozen rally attendees standing behind the podium. The first scream sounded less than two seconds later. 


  By then, Agent Smith had already set the timer on his watch. 


  As panic spread like wildfire through the tens of thousands of people at the campaign rally, Agent Smith calmly analyzed the angle of the candidate’s body and the pattern of the blood. With practiced efficiency born of years of experience, he assessed the direction of the shot within moments and glanced up at the catwalks overhanging the basketball stadium. Sure enough, he caught the glint of a rifle barrel reflecting the bright overhead lights. It had to be the sniper’s nest.


  “Did you find it?” Agent Walker’s voice came in his earpiece. Beneath her cool, professional demeanor, he could sense and undercurrent of the urgency that propelled them both. He tapped his earpiece and started moving.


  “I see it,” he answered as he hurried toward the booth the Secret Service had set up just inside the tunnel. “Catwalks. Two o’clock. Sniper.”


  “Understood.”


  “I’m activating the timeslip device,” he said, breaking into a run.


  “Acknowledged. Godspeed.”


  By now, the frantic screams of the panicked crowd reverberated through the stadium. A stampede had broken out it some of the aisles, and the regular agents were quickly escorting the candidate’s wife and children to a position of safety. Agent Smith ignored all of that and hurried into the booth. The moment he was safely out of sight, he activated his timeslip device. 


  The screaming and pandemonium abruptly halted. When he opened the door, there was no panic, no stampede—only the booming voice of the candidate as he delivered his speech to the eager crowd, exactly as he had been doing only a few minutes before.


  Agent Smith quickly checked his watch. The timer read 4:47.


  “Code red, code red,” he talked into his earpiece as he half-ran, half-walked through the tunnel. “Sniper. Catwalks. Two o’clock.”


  “Should we evacuate the candidate?” Agent Walker asked. 


  “Negative. I’m on it. Four forty to T plus one. I want backup shadowing me all the way.” 


  “Roger, Agent Smith. Eyes on.” 


  He reached the stairs and sprinted up them two at a time, trying not to think about the copy of himself that now stood on the platform just behind the presidential candidate. That person was doomed to vanish into non-existence in less than five minutes, as soon as the altered timeline caught up to the moment he’d used his timeslip device. That fact had to be weighing heavily on his mind right now, but Agent Smith knew what he’d signed up for, and was willing to pay that price—as was his time copy. Strange to think, though, that it could have just as easily be him, sweating and going pale on the speaker’s platform. 


  He reached the top of the stairs and drew his gun from his suit jacket, stopping only to check the suppressor and switch off the safety. The sprint up the stairs hadn’t quite winded him, but his heart still pounded and his muscles screamed in agony. He ignored that and quietly opened the door. 


  “Is this who we really are, America?” the candidate’s voice boomed over the loudspeakers down below. “Haven’t we had enough?” 


  “Yes!” the crowd resounded, causing the floor to shake beneath his feet. 


  He reached the catwalk and crouched. His watch read 3:38.


  “We need an end to all this chaos!” the candidate shouted. “We need to restore dignity to the office and hope to this country! We need the criminals who put us in this mess to pay for all their lies!”


  “Lock them up! Lock them up!” the crowd chanted gleefully.


  Up ahead, Agent Smith saw it: a recessed platform that offered the perfect vantage point for a shot, with an escape route onto the roof. Sure enough, a single solitary figure knelt over an open suitcase, assembling the murder weapon. 


  “Vote for me,” the candidate continued, “and I’ll bring an end to this nightmare we’ve been living for the last four years! Vote for me, and…” 


  Agent Smith tuned out everything around him as he carefully moved in for the kill. The assassin hadn’t seen him yet, and he still had enough time to do this properly. His primary objective was the assassin, of course, but his secondary objective was no less important: to prevent anyone else—not even the regular Secret Service agents—from learning about the timeslip device. Fortunately, it appeared that he and the assassin were alone.


  “Target acquired,” he said in his earpiece. 


  As he lifted his gun, he couldn’t help but reflect that the regular agents should have swept these catwalks and secured them before the rally began. How, then, had the assassin gotten here? He took aim and made a mental note to include that in his report. 


  “We cannot go back to the way things were before,” the candidate continued to a thunderous roar from the crowd. “Vote for me, and we will make America great again by building back BETTER!” 


  The gun bucked in his hand as the subsonic round fired with a sharp zip. It hit the assassin with a loud thwack, but thankfully, the noise of the rally drowned out both the shot and the assassin’s scream. He pitched forward and fell over. 


  “Target down,” Agent Smith announced, not bothering to hide the relief in his voice. Below him, the whole stadium seemed to shake with a collective euphoric high. A sudden childhood memory came to his mind, of ants swarm across the broken concrete sidewalk in front of his house, scurrying in panic after he stomped his foot in the midst of them. From this distance high above them, there was little difference between the panic of his original timeline immediately after the assassination, and the raucous excitement he heard from them now. 


  The assassin, now mortally wounded, dropped his partially assembled rifle and rushed off the platform and through a nearby door. Agent Smith ran in pursuit across the rickety catwalk.


  “Target on the move,” he announced to his earpiece. “I think he’s going to the roof. Do we have any assets up there?”


  “Negative,” Agent Walker answered as he reached the door. “I’m sending a team up now.”


  Agent Smith knew that they wouldn’t get there in time to help. With his pistol in hand, he opened the door and quickly swept the stairs before rushing up them. At the top, the exterior door banged in the wind.


  There was blood on the steps, and a line of bright red blood leading from the door onto the white synthetic roofing membrane. It ended abruptly, though, with no body in sight. Agent Smith frowned and looked quickly in all directions, but he was the only one there. 


  Then, suddenly, he wasn’t.


  A tall, thin figure dressed all in black and wearing a balaclava suddenly appeared in his peripheral vision. Agent Smith barely had enough time to turn around before his gun was knocked from his hand with a hard chop. Stumbling, Agent Smith reached for his earpiece, but his attacker swiftly closed the gap and pressed a wet cloth to his mouth before he could speak. A pungently sweet stench filled his nose and mouth.


  As he collapsed to the ground, still struggling against his attacker, his vision darkened until it seemed that he was staring down a tunnel. The last thing he saw before passing out was the time on his watch: 


  1:57.


   


   


  When Agent Smith came to again, he was sitting in an empty white room with his arms and legs zip-tied to a heavy metal chair. His earpiece was gone, as was the cyanide pill in his false tooth. Whoever his captors were, they had been extremely thorough. 


  He quickly scanned his surroundings. The floor was a checkerboard pattern of gray and off-white vinyl squares, the walls painted cinder-blocks, the ceiling generic 2x2 foot office tiles, with cheap fluorescent lighting fixtures. There were no windows, except for a tall, narrow one on the side of the metal door. 


  The only object of any interest was a small black half-dome hanging in the corner of the ceiling. Agent Smith guessed that it was a security camera. He looked straight at it, and a few moments later heard footsteps on the other side of the door. 


  The handle clicked, and the door swung open as a man and a woman stepped inside. The man was old but trim, with a salt and pepper beard, and the woman was young with long red hair that fell over her shoulders. Both of them were dressed in black military fatigues and sweaters. Each of them had a handgun and a large knife strapped to their belt.


  “Hello, Agent Smith,” said the man. He stood off to Smith’s right while the woman stood off to his left, far enough apart that he had to turn his head to look from one to the other. “Can you guess why you are here?”


  Agent Smith said nothing. The man folded his arms.


  “You are here because you shot and killed one of our patriot brothers,” the woman said, “preventing him from eliminating the greatest threat to our rights, our liberties, and our republic.” 


  Agent Smith smiled and kept a steady gaze on the old man. He knew their game. He’d been on the other end of it plenty of times. They were trying to rile him up, get him outraged or afraid, make his lizard brain take over and betray him. If they thought they could do that to him, they had clearly underestimated who they were dealing with. Already, he was working through multiple ways to turn their own script against them. 


  “Do you deny any of this?” the man asked, his voice uncannily calm. 


  “I work for the United States Secret Service under the Department of Homeland Security for the United States of America,” he answered. “Who do you work for?” 


  “We work for the people of the United States,” the woman answered bitterly. “How can someone who swore an oath to protect and defend the—” 


  The man lifted his hand, gently silencing her. He returned Agent Smith’s smile.


  “Believe it or not, we are not the bad guys here,” he said softly. “I don’t expect that we’ll be able to convince you of that, but we do have someone who can. And this same person thinks that once you’ve been won over to our side, you’ll be the one to go back and do the job that our martyred brother was unable to carry out.”


  Agent Smith chuckled. “You plan to send me back in time to the rally to carry out the assassination? That’s impossible. Even if I did join your side, the technology doesn’t exist to send a person back in time that far.” 


  “Not in this part of the timeline,” the girl answered. “But unlike you, we didn’t go back five minutes to save this country. We came back five years.” 


  She’s clearly lying, Agent Smith thought to himself. The timeslip device wasn’t just on the bleeding edge of technology, it was in the realm of secret government projects that were so futuristic, even the crackpot conspiracy theorists hadn’t worked them out yet. Although, he had to admit, if these terrorists possessed a timeslip device of their own, that would explain how the assassin had disappeared from the rooftop, and how the attacker had materialized seemingly out of thin air. He would have to manipulate this interrogation to learn as much about these terrorists’ time travel tech as he could. 


  The man continued to meet his gaze, eye to eye. His smile had not fallen, though it looked a little sadder now. He took a long breath.


  “It’s obvious you don’t believe us,” he said. “And frankly, until you do, nothing we say is going to have any effect. But our friend believes that when you come around, you’ll be willing to hear us out.”


  “Who is this friend of yours?” Agent Smith asked. 


  “You’ll see soon enough. Personally, I have my doubts, but he’s done a great deal for our cause—perhaps more than any other patriot in our time. And also, I owe him a personal favor. So we’re going to give it a shot, and after he’s done, maybe we’ll be able to undo those restraints and properly introduce ourselves.” 


  He nodded to the woman, and together, they walked out the door. Agent Smith had to admit, he didn’t fully understand their play. Was that supposed to be a good cop, bad cop routine? If so, it wasn’t a very good one. And this friend of theirs that they’d hyped up so much—what was that supposed to be about?  


  He didn’t have to wait long. The door had barely closed behind them when the handle turned again, suggesting that this “friend” had been waiting out in the hall. The door swung open, and a man in a dark suit and white shirt walked in.


  Agent Smith’s eyes grew wide. The man he was staring at was himself.


  “I know what you’re thinking,” the copy of himself said. “You’re wondering how the bad guys got ahold of a timeslip device that’s superior to ours, when no one else is supposed to know about it. And now, you’re wondering how far back in time I went, because when time catches up to both of us, you’re going to be the one who doesn’t go home.” 


  Sweat began to pool on Agent Smith’s collar. The copy of himself was right on both accounts. His mind raced, trying to analyze all the possible scenarios that could have put him in a situation like this. The only one that made any damn sense was that he’d suffered a concussion and was having a nightmare.


  “No,” his copy told him. “You’re not unconscious, and this isn’t a dream. We’re still a little less than two months from the election—and don’t worry too much about vanishing out of existence, because that won’t happen for several years.” 


  “Who the hell are you?” Smith asked as he clenched his fists. 


  “Isn’t it obvious, friend? I’m you. And to answer your next question, the reason I’ve come back is to convince you that you’re on the wrong side. You’re fighting for the wrong team.” 


  “How do I know that you’re not just a damned good actor?” 


  His copy looked him in the eye. “Golden plates. Voices from the dust. The standard of truth has been erected.”


  If the man had pulled out a gun and shot Agent Smith in the chest, it would not have shocked him half as much. He gasped in spite of himself, and his hands went limp and clammy.


  “You know the code words.”


  His time copy nodded. “That’s because I’m you.”


  Agent Smith swallowed, struggling to take it all in. His time copy waited patiently for him to respond.


  “All right. I’m listening.”


  His time copy smiled and began to pace with his hands clasped behind them. He had a habit of doing that before going into a long explanation of something.


  “Let’s talk about Jenny and Samantha. They’re the reason you do all of this—the reason why your superiors can trust you to obediently go into that little booth and wait like a good boy until you vanish into non-existence.”


  Agent Smith frowned. “Leave them out of this.”


  “No,” his time copy snapped. “They’re my wife and child just as much as yours, and if you want to save them, you’ll shut your damned mouth and listen to what I have to say.”


  The sharpness of his time copy’s response surprised Agent Smith—but it made sense, considering how much he cared about them. To snap at him like that—indeed, to leave the service and join the terrorists at all, something truly horrible must have happened.


  “I know you don’t like to pay much attention to politics,” his time copy continued. “You’re just a man doing a job, whether it’s team blue who pulls the levers of power or team red. But that’s got to change, starting now. Because unless you do something, this election that’s going to happen less than two months from now is going to break the country—or reveal what’s already broken.”


  “Why me?” Agent Smith asked.


  “Because you are in a unique position to stop it. That presidential candidate you’ve been tasked with protecting—he’s the catalyst for the fall of the republic. Everything his opponents say about him is true, and when the election happens, no one will believe he won by an honest vote. The chaos is going to get worse. The riots will turn into outright insurrection, and then—”


  Agent Smith’s time copy sighed heavily and stopped pacing, probably because he sensed that Smith was starting to drift off. He turned and looked him in the eye.


  “Let me put it this way. The Left treats violence like a dial that they can gradually turn up, putting heat on their political opponents until they capitulate. The Right, on the other hand, treats violence like an on-off switch, only to be used as a last resort. What the Left doesn’t know about the Right is that once that switch gets flicked, shit gets real. It only takes about a dozen special forces guys to bring a city like Chicago to its knees. Once the power and water are down, and the shelves are all empty, those people will all turn on each other like animals. But what the Right doesn’t know about the Left is that the dial is always on the verge of breaking. Team Blue controls its own radicals like a man holding onto a wolf by both ears: by holding on tight and never letting go. When things get too hot, they’re going to lose their grip, and then the shit will really hit the fan.” 


  “How does assassinating the candidate not make everything worse?” 


  “Oh, it will,” said the time copy, “but not as much as the election. And that’s the point. Once the candidate is eliminated, things will get hot for a while, but not so much that we can’t recover from it. A new election will be organized, with new, more conciliatory candidates. The country walks right up to the brink and turns away.” 


  “And what happens to Jenny and Sam if he isn’t assassinated?” 


  “Do you really want to know?” 


  “Yes.”


  His time copy sighed. “You’re not going to like this.”


  “I have to know.”


  “Very well. They die, slowly. Famine, war, and pestilence are the devil’s triangle—they always come together as a package deal. Once the insurgency begins, all of these just-in-time supply chains that we all take for granted are going to break, and millions of people are going to starve.” 


  Agent Smith stared into the eyes of his time copy. It was like looking at himself in a mirror and not recognizing the face that stared back. Was his copy experiencing much the same thing? Or was he the copy, and the true Agent Smith the one who eyed him coolly with that awful, haggard stare?


  “Why did you bring me here?”


  “Because you need to be the one to bring an end to all this. You need to be the one who makes sure this doesn’t happen. We can send you back to the roof after your time-copy gets kidnapped, and you can go retrieve the rifle and finish the job. Your other copy—the one sitting in the booth, waiting to be disappeared—won’t have enough time to stop you.”


  “Why me?” Agent Smith asked. “Why not you?”


  His copy took a deep breath and sighed. “Because I don’t want Jenny and Sam to carry any of my baggage. Understand, in my own timeline, it’s been years since all of this happened. Long, dark years. It wouldn’t be fair to burden Jenny and Sam with all of that. Once you go back, all those years will be erased into non-existence, as they should be.” 


  Agent Smith suppressed a sigh of relief and nodded. “All right. But what do I do after it’s done?”


  “Tell them there was an accomplice you failed to catch. We can give you gloves, to make sure you leave no fingerprints. You may lose your job, but you don’t have to go to prison for it.”


  “Even if I should.”


  His time copy shrugged. “Or you can take responsibility for the assassination and rot in prison while Jenny is all but widowed and Sam grows up without a father. The choice is yours, but the important thing is that the man who breaks this country is eliminated before the disastrous election takes place. Do you understand?”


  Agent Smith took a long time to consider his older self’s words. At length, he gave his answer. 


  “Yes.” 


  “You’ll do it, then?” 


  “Yes, I’ll do what has to be done.”


  He expected it to feel like a betrayal of everything he stood for, but after what he’d just heard, it actually felt strangely liberating. His time copy smiled. 


  “Then lets get you out of that chair. 


   


   


  Agent Smith returned to the roof of the stadium just as his time copy—the one from which his older, patriot self had branched, as well as himself—passed out. The attacker set him on the ground and pulled off her balaclava, revealing herself as the red-headed girl who had interrogated her before. She glanced at him suddenly in alarm.


  “It’s all right,” he said, holding up his hands. “I’m here to do what has to be done.”


  She narrowed her eyes at him, but nodded at length. 


  “Godspeed, brother.”


  He tapped his earpiece and checked his watch: 1:46. His fellow agents would be expecting him to report in soon. Backup was on its way to the roof, but it wouldn’t be there for some time, and he already knew that his second time copy would get away. As for the first, the poor schmuck was no doubt sitting in the booth by now, counting down the seconds to his own demise. What tortured thoughts might be going through his mind now, Agent Smith didn’t want to know. 


  He reflexively drew his handgun and hurried down the stairs, onto the platform that the assassin had selected as the sniper nest. The cheering of the crowd was still at a fever pitch, and the walls and catwalks rumbled with their shouts and screams. Once again, Agent Smith imagined that he stood over a swarm of ants crawling on the sidewalk, his foot poised to smash the center of it and send the ants writhing chaotically in all directions. In some ways, that was exactly what was about to happen.


  “Together, we will fundamentally transform this country,” the candidate was shouting, to raucous applause from the crowd. “Together, we will make America great again by building back BETTER!”


  Now he was at the sniper’s nest, the partially assembled rifle lying at his feet. His hands were already gloved, ready to finish assembling it and carry out the act. No one would know it was him.


  He took a step forward, then froze. Someone else was on the catwalks with him. He looked up and lifted his pistol in one smooth motion. 


  It was himself.


  Agent Smith—or was it his time copy?—stared wide-eyed at what should have been impossible. It was as if he was looking at a mirror. The time copy—or was it Agent Smith?—opened his mouth to speak, then stopped.


  There was no time for talk. Only action.


  He pulled the trigger.




  A Fatal Rebirth


   


  When I became a doctor, I made an oath (as all doctors do) to do no harm. But what good is that oath when my patients are all, themselves, parasites?


  It did not begin this way. When I was young, I dreamed of solving the problem of mortality. Much research had already been done in this field, and we felt that we were only another breakthrough away from conquering our species’ natural senescence and reversing the symptoms of aging once and for all. And so I threw myself into my work, confident that my work would help us achieve this breakthrough before I had reached my mid-thirties. 


  How terrible was our hubris! Like Prometheus of old, we sought to steal the fire of the gods, never thinking that the fire might slip out of our control and prove more destructive than helpful to mankind. Some believe that this was the first violation of our sacred oath, though we had no way of knowing it at the time. In truth, I cannot say that they are wrong. 


  My studies focused on negligible senescence, or the lack of symptoms of aging in other animal species. I wanted to find some way to replicate this attribute among humans. Ultimately, this quest proved Qixotic, but I discovered along the way that by infusing young tissue into an aging body, I could temporarily halt or even reverse the aging process. But the donor tissue had to be a perfect match, taken from an identical twin, or a clone. 


  Ah, that I had seen the implications of my discovery before I had published it to the world! But I was young and ambitious, consumed with idealism and the prideful belief that I could reshape the world for better—indeed, that such was my calling and destiny. Even if I had understood the implications of my work, I doubt that I would have had the courage or humility to do what should have been done.


  Once my work was published, the findings were deemed so important, so revolutionary, so crucial to the fight against death itself that an industry quickly emerged to fulfill the demand for clones. Those few Cassandras who protested in favor of the sanctity of life were shouted down as heartless and cowardly enemies of progress who would rather damn the whole of mankind to the cruel vicissitudes of nature and deny the rest of us from our immortal destiny. After all, what harm was there in taking a little blood, a little marrow, some skin perhaps, or even a small slice of liver from a young and healthy donor? It seemed like such a small price, especially for something as wondrous and incredible as the rejuvenation of youth. Indeed, it seemed that the greater harm was to do nothing—to let nature take her course, and let the old grow ever older until they died. 


  What I did not—or would not—realize is that every civilization is built on the back of
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