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To Calvin: my firstborn son, a wild monkey whom I love with all my heart, and a lad whose adventures I look forward to watching.

To Joy: the dazzling wife of my youth, my very best friend, the person I’m most grateful to have walking beside me in this mad whirlwind called life, and the woman I’d always pick in any possible permutation of the timeline.

“‘Men’s courses will foreshadow certain ends, to which, if persevered in, they must lead,’ said Scrooge. ‘But if the courses be departed from, 

the ends will change.’” 
~Charles Dickens​[i]
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S.O. Beeton, Victorian publisher of magazines and books.

Samuel Blithely, a young constable of the Metropolitan Police force.

William and Catherine Booth, founded the Salvation Army.

Clair Burgess, a TITO archaeologist specializing in the Victorian era.

Gena Carghill, Cal’s girlfriend/beloved, works at a bookstore.

Drew Corrigan, former Navy SEAL, current TITO Field Ops muscle.

Margaret “Peggy” Davies, authoress of a book on Victorian curios, an heiress, and betrothed to Josiah Haywood.

Charles Dickens, Victorian author, collector of curios. 

Charley Dickens, Jr, eldest son of Charles and Catherine Dickens.

Hezekiah Dobbin, crypt keeper, gaffer, and gardener for Rochester Cathedral.

Phil Fernandez, TITO technical specialist.

Clinton Godwin, a health-conscious cleric and Dean of Rochester Cathedral.

Josiah Haywood, young heir, in wardship, betrothed to Peggy Davies.

Thaddeus Hill, godfather and guardian of Josiah Haywood; choirmaster of Rochester Cathedral.

Robert McCutchen, director of TITO and friend of Cal.

Rupert Milliner, a solicitor, friend of Josiah Haywood, and guardian of Peggy.

Peter Monk, Irish prizefighter working with William Booth.

Calvin “Cal” Schmitt, veterinarian working for TITO as leader of a Field Operations team.

Charles Spurgeon “Prince of Preachers,” pastor of Metropolitan Tabernacle.

Ah Sing (“John Johnston”), a Chinese immigrant operating an opium den.

Squire, an orphan boy.
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“It is much better to go on and fret, than to stop and fret.” 

~Charles Dickens​[ii]

June 9, 1865

T

he train sped toward destruction, belching a black cloud of smoke while its passengers chatted. 

Men in first-class carriages, dressed in frock coats and top hats, flipped casually through their newspapers and sipped their drinks. Women chatted pleasantly about the hair-style advice from The Young Ladies’ Journal, while they balanced their bell-shaped, crinoline skirts atop the long wooden benches. 

The train sped toward destruction, while its passengers rested. 

Tired mothers in the second-class carriages rested their heads against the rocking walls. Their wakeful children gazed in wonder through the dirty windows, at the lush fields of Kentish countryside rushing past. 

The train sped toward destruction, while its passengers jotted notes. 

One man in his 50s, with a bushy shock of a beard (which jutted from his chin over a starched collar and across a loudly patterned vest), was absorbed with a pen and notebook. A pretty young lady, poised with the straight posture one associates with expensive boarding schools and tight-laced corsets, laid her pale hand upon his arm. She pointed to a fox that stood beside a dry stream, and he glanced up from his writing (with a look of surprise to find a world existing outside his notebook) just in time to see the creature before they slipped quickly past. He smiled at her with a twinkle in his older eyes and a merry grin upon the lips that ran broadly between his long sideburns. 

The train sped toward destruction, while its brakemen lounged. 

The greasy fingers of a bored man, bedecked in the prim uniform of the South Eastern Main Line, flipped through a penny dreadful.

The train sped toward destruction, while its passengers tossed and fretted. 

A lanky man in straight trousers and a faded, gray frock coat tried to nap fitfully. But thoughts of the woman he had left weeping in Folkestone mingled with thoughts of the pipe waiting for him in London. His craving smothered the guilt and kept him wakeful, wishing the train onward toward the smog-haloed metropolis.  

The train sped toward destruction, while its conductor squinted at the track ahead. 

The scenery sped by at 50 miles an hour as the conductor watched for danger. The newfangled railway used to be a horror to him as it had been to his father. But it was astonishing how comfortable one could become with the idea of sitting in front of a 100-ton tender carriage filled with blazing fire, shooting you and 115 passengers like a rocket across the British countryside.  

The train sped toward destruction, while a child sang.

She sighed and laid a curly head upon her governess’ breast, and crooned an eerie nursery rhyme her friends all sang. 

“Elsie’s got a ginger beer,

Edward drinks a flagon.

They must sip it silently,

Or wake the sleeping dragon.”

The train sped toward destruction, while a workman with a red flag marched out to the tracks at the Headcorn Railway Station. A team of eight workers and a foreman were toiling at a broken section of tracks over a nearby viaduct: a small bridge spanning the Beult River. Their foreman, John Benge, had read the timetables (based on the Channel tides) and had assured them of an empty track to work on. 

One... Two... 

The man with the red flag counted telegraph poles to space flags (meant to warn any oncoming trains of the workmen ahead) so that trains would have 1,000 feet to stop before reaching the broken track. 

The man in the flowered vest jotted down another note. 

Three... Four... 

The man in the faded, gray frock coat finally dozed off and drifted into another confusing dream. 

Five... Six...

The little girl pulled idly at the frills on her governess’ shawl, while the woman smiled down at her. 

Seven... Eight... 

A wrinkled gentleman in mutton chop sideburns and a tawny rim beard looked out from the woods of a country trail. His eyes glared with bitterness at the smoking abomination displacing the steady way of life his fathers and his father’s fathers had known. The railway! Curse it! 

Nine... Ten!

The workman stopped a second in his stride, suddenly aware of a faint rumble through the tracks. He looked up into the afternoon horizon in surprise and planted his flag. 

It was not a second too soon. An engine appeared, roaring at frightening speed past the station. The man trotted beside the rails, waving at the approaching conductor and pointing to the red flag. He had counted the telegraph poles. The train had plenty of time to stop before it hit the broken line at the Beult Viaduct. What he did not know was the poles were spaced a smaller distance apart than the standard. He did not realize the flag he planted was 554 yards from the viaduct, not 1000 yards. 

The conductor watched the station shoot past, then his eyes widened when he turned his head again to the track and saw the red warning flag. He swore and pulled a whistle to warn his three brake vans. 

The brakemen yanked on their brakes. 

There was a horrible jolt and a screaming of steel wheels as they strained against the rails. Sparks flew up across the tracks. Passengers were flung across the aisle. Men swore. Women screamed. Children cried. 

The workmen at the viaduct looked up when they felt the coming rumble in the earth. Then they ran. 

The conductor yelled, then grit his teeth and braced for impact. A gap in the rails ahead dropped into a wide, dry riverbed. That 10 feet down looked to him like a drop into the sulfurous depths of hell. 

The train was still going something like 30 miles an hour when the engine shot across the ravine and slammed into the other side with the weight of the rest of the carriages behind it. A bone-jarring, earth-shaking, iron-rending jolt followed a feeling of stomach-wrenching weightlessness as the derailed train slammed into a dry riverbed 21 feet across. 

Shrieks and wails and screams filled the once peaceful sky. Sparks flew and cinders burst. Tons of steel and iron carrying precious humanity smashed into bent wreckage. 

The dust cleared, but the wailing did not. Blood stained the inside of the carriages. Men, women, and children lay wounded and bent. Some lay dying. Some were already dead.

The old man in the flowered vest did not give a second thought to the notebook the wreck had flung from his hands. He stood shakily up with a dazed feeling, as his mind tried to grasp the sudden vertical angle of his world and understand what had just happened. They were in a first-class carriage that had fallen only partway into the ravine. He helped up the young lady beside him and cupped her head in his hands, looking into her eyes.

“Ellen? Ellen? Are you hurt?”  

“I...I think not,” she murmured, checking herself. She turned to her mother and gasped in relief to find her alive. 

He climbed through a broken window beside him, then helped Ellen and her mother through. They stepped out onto the edge of the viaduct and gaped down onto an awful scene.

The first-class carriages coupled in front of theirs were laying in piles like matchsticks across the riverbed. The mangled wreck of the engine and tender carriage smoked in front of them. A black plume of smoke billowed into the sky, like a sulfurous banner of death. Human bodies were strewn across the green grass among the debris.    

Ellen put a gloved hand to her red lips. “God help them!” 

“Yes. And I’ll help them, too.” The man in the flowered vest filled his hat with water from a puddle at his feet and went down to do what he could. He ground his teeth as he walked among the wreckage and stopped at the first man he found. He was dead. He moved on to find a woman still alive, but with a terrible gash over her arm, and an obviously broken leg. He cleaned the blood away and made a bandage from her torn shawl. 

“M...Mary! Where’s little Mary?” Her voice was faint but frantic. “She was sitting with me.” 

The older man looked in surprise at the place her shaking hand pointed to. He pulled up a burning sheet of wood and steel and bent down to look beneath the rubble. He turned away from the sight of a limp little hand with a shiver and squeezed his old eyes shut from a horrible sight he would carry to his grave. Tears trailed down the grime on his cheeks. He shook his head at the injured governess and tried to murmur comfort to her while she wailed pitifully. He carried her sobbing form up the riverbank, away from the wreck. 

He went back and found a lanky man in a faded gray frock coat, propped in a sitting posture against a broken carriage rooftop, which now lay upon the blood-stained grass. The man was holding his head in his hands, and a thin line of crimson trickled down his fingers. He moaned softly. 

“Ohhh... Oooh, what... Where am I? Who am I?” 

The kind gentleman in the flowered vest kneeled and took the fellow’s hand off his head to examine the gash. It was not deep but was already bruised and swollen. He wiped away the blood, before offering the wounded man a drink from a brandy flask. 

The lanky fellow’s flint eyes flicked upward. There was confusion written deeply in them, and that particular type of horror which comes when a man’s whole life has flashed before him and left him feeling empty. A light of recognition flickered in the green eyes as they met the older man’s. 

He gulped down the brandy and coughed. 

“Dickens? Charles... Dickens?” 

The venerable gentleman in the flowered vest stood up and held out a hand to help the fellow to his feet. He nodded grimly. 

“That is my name, sir. Let me help you out of this hellish wreck.”   

April 7, 1614

“KUDOC?​[1] KUDOC? Do you copy?” A voice crackled, like a ghost with laryngitis, in sudden static and annoying volume inside Cal’s ear. He dropped heavily behind a bulky wooden crate, which was set conveniently into the foul Chapel Lane mud just outside a dirty, half-timber house. 

“Yes, I copy, Stan.” 

Chilly darkness was descending upon the streets, and Dr. Calvin Schmitt had to squint at the twilight street to be sure nobody had seen him. He took off his felt-brimmed hat and repositioned the clunky earpiece it covered. A scowl disfigured his face as he straightened the tiny o above his left ear... An actual antenna! How ridiculous could the guys in the Tactical Equipment Division get? Surely if they had the technology to zap a man back to the Elizabethan Age, they should have moved far beyond stupid antennas! He turned a tiny knob to quiet the volume, before shifting the blinking headband apparatus and covering the whole thing up with his hat. It was better than bin Ghazi’s original translator masks, he had to admit. 

“I copy,” he repeated. 

“KUDOC, my call sign is KUSOARINGPIGEON.” 

The static cleared a bit. He kind of missed it. It was sometimes preferable not to hear Stan’s voice. 

“Um, yeah... I’m not saying that. We’re in 16th century Stratford, man! We don’t need call signs. Who could possibly pick up our signal?” 

“I, er... You never know...” Stan sounded defensive. 

Cal unstuck himself from the road with a sickly squelching sound and moved back toward the street. Mud and more mud! He had been covered in the stuff since he arrived at Stratford. This had to be the muddiest, grimiest century he had ever visited! The first thing he would do when he got home was take a week-long bath. “What do you want, Stan?” he whispered irritably as he walked quietly through the moonlit town. A massive edifice stood at the end of Chapel Lane: a three-story brick and timber domicile which could have housed an army. Cal set his boots toward it.

“The hummingbirds just fluttered.” 

“What?”  

A sigh sounded in the earpiece. “The family went upstairs, Cal. They’re going to bed.” 

“Well, why didn’t you say so in the first place?” 

There was a time in his life when breaking and entering would have never occurred to Calvin Schmitt as a possibility. But after the series of bizarre and deadly adventures he had experienced in the last couple of years, it seemed a ludicrously simple job. It was the work of a few minutes to sneak up to the large house, shimmy open a window, and crawl through. 

Dr. Calvin Schmitt had seen a lot for a guy in his mid-30s. Though fit and well-endowed with muscles, he was not a particularly striking figure. He had a receding patch of sandy hair, which was 5 feet and 7 inches from the ground. He sometimes reminded others of a gorilla with his long, muscular forearms and stocky midriff. But among his colleagues, he was something of a legend.

Thunk! He dropped to the wooden floorboards as quietly as a cat. Well, as quietly as a cat in heavy, leather, mud-encrusted boots. Cal cringed and slipped off his boots before slinking down a dark hallway, his every sense alert. The house would be destroyed by an angry cleric in 1759 over an argument about gardening. That had made reliable floor plans difficult to find. Cal had to wing it, based solely on data in archaeological reports and observations from outside the building... And also just plain, old-fashioned tactical awareness and common sense (skills that had saved Cal’s life a number of times by now). 

This is a living room of some kind. He mentally tried to identify the rooms based on their furnishings as he passed through them. And that’s a... What the heck is that thing? He stopped and stared at some kind of half-couch, with knobby legs and hideous faces carved all over it. Well, there’s a table next to it with benches, so... A dining room?  

He heard a noise and dropped flat on the floor behind the weird couch-ish object. A pair of servants walked around the corner. A wooden tongue stuck out at him from an ugly face on the unidentifiable article of furniture. 

“Dretch me not, quaint mistress, nay! I’d grammercy thine incarnadine lips ‘gainst mine with a lustihood thou’d reck foison, if I thought...” the bizarre speech faded as the man and woman passed the other room to disappear down the hallway. It still felt strange to hear real people actually talk like that! 

Cal stood and crept ahead. “Talk to me, Shelly. What am I looking for?” 

“You weren’t listening at our debriefing, were you, Dr. Schmitt?” Cal cringed at the obnoxiously critical tone in her voice. “Papers! You’re looking for a room with handwritten papers, obviously. Probably with a writing desk in it.” 

“You could have just said, ‘look for papers, boss,’” he muttered irritably. A few minutes later, he found the room he was looking for. It was a little office, decorated with no other furniture than a writing desk, and lined with shelves. And it was packed like a library book sale with books and papers. Folios and quartos lined the shelves, and sheet upon sheet of handwritten scraps of paper teetered in obscenely massive, disorganized piles. “This could take a while,” Cal breathed. Then he got to work. 

He shuffled through the first pile, picked up a page, and squinted at the indecipherable squiggles covering it. “I can’t understand two words of these scribbles!” he whispered into his headset. 

“Of course you can’t. We’re looking for ‘Foul papers’ Dr. Schmitt, documents handwritten by the original writer. His script would be hurried and antiquated. Is there a way you could scan them all?” 

He had to suppress the wry chuckle which tried to burst from him, lest he wake the house. “Nope. Not a chance.” 

“Then look for the words Cardenio and the title Love’s Labour Won.”  

The minutes ticked by into an hour, while he shuffled as quietly as he could through the old pages, gaping in utter silence at the illegible handwriting with a dimmed flashlight. It was tense work, with his ears strained the whole time for the least hint of sound outside the room. He expected any minute to hear boots hurrying toward the little room to investigate the shuffling sounds. He had to stop and hide twice while servants passed nearby.  

I sort of miss the old days when missions were filled with simple stuff, like getting shot at by terrorists and stabbed at by spearmen. But even as the bitter thought came to him, he knew it was not true. A vision sailed across his mind’s eye, a flashback. Men impaled with spears beside him... Men bristling with arrows... Men moaning in their own blood on the ground... The heart-stopping rattle of machine gun fire... The terrible hiss of a javelin missile... The screams... He closed his eyes and leaned against the wall. When he opened them, his hands were shaking. He put them back to work shuffling papers to distract them from their tremors. 

And suddenly, there it was. The word Cardenio was scrawled in the upper margin, writ in a flowing script on top of a page filled with scribbles. “I...I think I found it! Cardenio... It says Cardenio.” 

“About time!” Shelly’s voice sounded in his earpiece. Any other teammate might have said, “Good job,” or “Great work,” but that wouldn’t be Shelly, would it? “Upload the image and I’ll confirm it.” 

Cal reached into a leather pouch slung around his shoulder and fished out a small device. It was square and flat, and had a camera lens and an SD card slot...and another stupid antenna. A beam of light shone from it in response to his tap, and he carefully scanned the beam over the old page. 

About five minutes later, minutes that felt to Cal like hours, Shelly’s voice came back into his ear. “That’s it! That’s the first page of Cardenio, one of the lost plays of William Shakespeare! I can’t believe this!” 

Cal cast a forlorn gaze at the fat stack of papers beneath the Cardenio page, and thought about the time it had taken to scan and transmit just one of them. “Yeah. I can’t believe this either.” He spent about four hours in that little room—crouched on the uncomfortable wooden floor where he could watch the doorway, scanning document after document, then searching for more. 

Join TITO, they said! Travel through time and have adventures! It’ll be exciting, they said...    

He grumbled his way through the rest of Cardenio, and eventually found Love’s Labour Won, which again turned out to be a massive pile of handwritten papers (instead of a handily book-bound quarto). 

Of course, this really is exciting in its way, he admitted grudgingly. Just a few months ago, he would have been as thrilled by the papers he was handling now as a lover trembling over scented love notes. But his experiences—his war experiences—had changed him. A fluttering wish (one he was quite familiar with by this time) that he could go back to being the man he used to be, crossed like a shadow over his heart. 

The moon had sunk low when a sound erupted across the night. Cal jumped and nearly dropped his scanner. 

“Zounds! What passeth here?” A servant girl was standing in the doorway, staring at Cal. Her pretty mouth was agape, and she had dropped the bucket she held from her calloused hand. 

“What’s that?” Stan’s voice sounded in Cal’s ear. 

“A girl’s found me,” Cal muttered. Then he flashed his most dapper smile at her. “‘Tis alright, pretty lass...er... I’m a friend.” 

“Neutralize her, quick!” Stan crackled in his ear. “Do it quietly.” 

“Neutra... What?!” Cal stammered. The girl gaped at him still, too terrified yet to find words. 

“Strangle her, or something,” Stan’s voice said in his ear. “I don’t know. You’ve been on more ops than me.” 

“She’s just a servant girl! I’m not strangling her!” Cal whispered hoarsely.  

That did it. The maid was now fully convinced this home invader was also a madman, who talked to himself about strangling people. She found her voice, and morphed from a servant into an alarm bell with shocking swiftness. Her shout of warning to the household had enough volume to offend a banshee. “AIIIYEEEE! Thief! Wastrel! Invader! We’re beset! We’re beset!” 

Cal shoved his way past her, and dashed across the room beyond. Fortunately, the front door of the building was in the adjoining room. Wrenching it open, he shot out into the night. Voices were echoing throughout the house behind him. 

BLAM! An explosive sound rocked the night. It was an old blunderbuss, and Cal was heartily glad the things were hard to aim straight. 

“Wait! Wait! You didn’t get the rest of the play! Go back! Go back!” Shelly shouted in Cal’s ear.     

“Fiend! Mountebank! Curse you for a fulsome fopdoodle!” someone roared from the house behind him. They sounded close. He risked a glance back to see three burly men only yards away, each carrying big knives and heavy-looking clubs. 

BLAM! The antiquated firearm went off again, and mud kicked up inches from him. 

“I’m not going back!”

“You should have neutralized her,” Stan’s increasingly obnoxious voice sounded in his ear.  

The half-timber houses seemed to crawl past Cal as he struggled in his stockinged feet through the mud of Chapel Lane toward Water Street, like a competitor inching through a ninja warrior course. The silver ribbon of the Avon shone before him in the moonlight. He leaped toward it, over the high bank, and into empty air. 

He landed on a rubber boat. Shelly swore and almost toppled into the water. Stan cast off the mooring line. He started an outboard motor a few seconds later, and they went roaring into the moonlit Elizabethan landscape. 

Shelly berated Cal and bemoaned the missing pages of Love’s Labour Won until sunlight bathed the Avon’s waters with sparkles. But Cal ignored her—he fell asleep long before the light came. 

When the sun again set, they came at last (several minor adventures later) onto the Bristol Channel where their coworkers had punched a secret hole into the ocean. 
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“I am a bundle of nerves dressed up to look like a man!” 

~Wilkie Collins​[iii]

D

r. Calvin Schmitt fell through the ocean and out into the stars. At least, that is what it felt like. 

He and his team had docked their inflatable craft at a small floating facility, secretly constructed by a crew of TITO engineers. They had been ushered inside a tiny building, to stand on a round platform built of heavy steel. And then the platform dropped down a prefabricated tunnel, sunk fathoms into the ocean.

Cal’s stomach lurched. He felt light-headed, as if he were riding a roller coaster.  

He stared at the slim, collapsible, and hazily transparent tunnel walls. For a brief second, he could make out the dim outlines of sea creatures drifting in the murky depths. A series of iridescent yellow lasers ringing the metal platform began to zip past the team as they free-fell through the passage. Faster and faster, the lasers shot by, seeming to get closer and close together until they merged into a dizzying blend of yellow. The yellow blur suddenly burst into an illusion of flaming walls.

Then the fire exploded into a million stars, and it felt as if he blacked out. Dazzling colors dripped across his mind’s eye, swirling around like psychedelic oils in a lava lamp. Time seemed to slow, and the falling feeling softened to a weird, floating sensation. He became aware of a continuous buzzing sound, which grew to a hum so loud it almost became unbearable. 

Then it all stopped. 

Silence. 

Darkness. 

He opened his eyes and found that he was in a gray-colored room with cement floors and glass walls. Through the glass he could see a swarm of busy scientists and technicians hacking away at banks of laptops, adjusting mysterious knobs and levers, and squinting at gauges. A woman in a lab coat and stethoscope bustled into the glass room with a team of medics behind her and ascended the platform Cal and his team were standing on. Cal swayed slightly. Stan crumpled to the floor in a faint and was lifted by two medics. 

The medical team took Cal’s arms and led him down the platform. “Do you know where you are, Dr. Schmitt?” the woman wearing the stethoscope asked. She shined an obnoxious penlight into his pupils. 

He shook the medics off and walked down the drab, aluminum steps.   

“Please sit down a minute, Doctor. You know protocol requires a medical examination after every temporal displacement.” 

Cal knew it well. He had helped write the protocol. He gave in and went to the exam room to let the physician declare him healthy, the whole time trying to suppress seething anger inside. He wanted to shout at Shelly and Stan; he wanted to berate her for that obnoxious “I told you already” attitude and him for confusing real-life with a violent video game. 

The stifling mix of anxiety and irritation was quite familiar to Cal by now: that tightness in his arms, that tense feeling in his chest that made his breath short. When he was honest, Cal had to admit this was a nearly constant feeling. It ebbed and flowed but had never completely left him since that day he had come back from the 16th century war that followed the battle of Lepanto. 

He had been examined multiple times, but the problem wasn’t physical. It was a nagging, underlying anxiety that flared up into a fury, and occasional panic attacks: the TITO shrink called it a form of PTSD. It was hard to walk into his house without looking around corners for attackers. Merely getting along with people seemed nearly impossible. He could barely stomach all the whining from his 21st century fellow human beings. He had lived through the harsh conditions of war in the 16th century, seen scores of people suffering in ways that made things like internet shortages and bad credit scores feel completely insignificant. His blood pressure medication and anti-anxiety meds did not seem to do much for him. He was slowly learning to contain the monster inside him and did an admirable job of keeping his anger shaped into a silent glare instead of into a fist. 

“The director wants to see you after your debriefing,” a lab tech told him. 

Cal was ushered into a drab debriefing room along with the rest of the team. They sat in metal chairs, facing a plain desk and empty walls. It surprised Cal to find he missed the tongue-wagging faces on the weird piece of furniture at Shakespeare’s house. At least it was interesting to look at. A professional historian and an archaeologist from DHA​[2] grilled the team for half an hour. They took Shelly’s laptop and Cal’s scanner with the downloaded plays on it. Then Hans Fischer from TED​[3] came in, smoothing down his tousled hair, his lab coat flapping behind him like some white wizard’s cloak. He took the rest of their equipment away to be cleaned and refurbished. 

The following hour found Cal seated in the office of Robert McCutchen, Director of the CIA’s Temporal Investigations and Tactical Operations (TITO). McCutchen was a balding and unassuming man just a bit past middle age. He wore wide, thick-rimmed glasses, and had a blue windbreaker with the words “CIA” on it perpetually thrown over a white business shirt (which could not hide his stocky form and muscular arms) and loose, sloppily knotted necktie. Cal thought of the blue jacket as a sort of pictorial synonym for his boss by this time. McCutcheon looked like he was from the 1980s and most of his underlings claimed he had never left the 20th century. But despite looking a bit shabby and being so thoroughly “old school” that he carried paper case files and jotted things down in actual notebooks, McCutchen was the best at what he did. His strength lay as much in organization as it did in motivation: which had made him the ideal candidate to lead the United States government’s first agency created to study and develop this brand-new and mysterious time travel technology.

That was why TITO was formed. The CIA had recently discovered and stopped a massive attempt to change history by a group of terrorists, led by a brilliant but evil physicist named Dr. Farid bin Ghazi. Bin Ghazi had been killed at the end of the Italian wars that followed his tampering with the outcome of a pivotal 16th century Mediterranean battle. History had been preserved, and the terrorist organization known as the IGGG (Islam Geçici Görev Gücü) had been neutralized. But bin Ghazi had forever changed the face of science and technology by inventing practical time travel. And now the US government possessed the world’s first time machine. McCutchen, and whatever shadowy bosses he consulted, exercised their bureaucratic creativity by naming the machine “the bin Ghazi apparatus.” The technology behind the incredible machine was still very poorly understood. 

The strict secrecy surrounding TITO was perhaps not surprising, since it was a CIA project. “Until we know enough to build one of our own,” McCutchen had wisely insisted, “we shouldn’t even think about telling the world that a working time machine exists. It’s dangerous.” 

Cal agreed. The events surrounding time tech’s inception certainly bore this out as truth. The very existence of time travel raised a baffling host of paradigm-shifting questions. Cal had helped McCutchen think through the direction time travel investigations should take. They had been firmly against time travel as Dr. bin Ghazi intended: as a means to warp history by changing key events in order to shape the future for an agenda. That was the scariest potential application of time travel. That’s why McCutchen’s “First Imperative of Temporal Investigations”​[4] became a mantra in TITO, taking precedence over everything else on their missions. 

Minimize your footprint: make every effort to keep the peoples, cultures, and events of the past the same as you find them.   

They decided against the old idea of using time travel to make money. It was tempting to find out who won the Kentucky Derby on April 30 and place a billion-dollar bet, or to hunt down hordes of gold on sunken Spanish galleons nobody could find before. But personal gain, and even gain for the government, would violate the trust the Nation had placed McCutchen in charge of (even if the Nation had no idea it had happened). The Second Imperative of TI was Shun greed: take only what you’ve been sent for.  

The vision for the first time machine was investigation. It would be a tool to study history, to discover secrets of humanity’s past the present could benefit from. It would be a tool to locate forgotten artifacts and writings, to learn about entire cultures lost to the mists of time. The Third Imperative of TI was Exercise a noble mind: make every effort to use temporal displacement technology for the benefit of mankind. 

It was thrilling work. It was like exploring the moon for the first time, only cooler. 

TITO was still in the early stages of development. They picked Cal to lead the first team of field operatives, mainly because he was the most experienced time traveler available. He had also made history a lifelong hobby, though it was not his initial profession (it was usually a surprise to people that the “doctor” in front of his name represented a Doctor of Veterinary Medicine degree and not a PhD). Now, six months and several harrowing trips through the halls of history later, Cal’s team remained first of a few Field Operations teams, and they could count the number of missions performed on one hand. They had seen and recovered incredible things. And they were just beginning to understand how to tap into the rich and varied potential of time travel.   

McCutchen’s office was deep underground in a top, top secret facility near Albuquerque, New Mexico, and was about as tidy as Shakespeare’s office.  

“The play’s not all there, Cal,” McCutchen glared at him over steepled fingers from behind his steel desk. “You missed half of Love’s Labour Won.” 

“Yeah, I know. Sorry.” 

“Sorry?” McCutchen slammed a fist on the desk. He seldom raised his voice, and Cal was surprised. “Do you have any idea what that mission cost taxpayers?” 

Cal shrugged and glowered at the floor. 

McCutchen sighed. “I’m sorry. But Cal, you’ve got to know how important success is in these field operations. We’re in uncharted waters here, a completely experimental operation. I fought to keep TITO with the CIA in the first place, and we’re under microscopic scrutiny. There are very important people who think we shouldn’t be doing field ops at all.” 

“Yeah, I know,” Cal repeated. He raised angry eyes to his boss. “I was caught in Shakespeare’s office in the dead of night. Dudes straight out of Hamlet shot at me with blunderbusses. How was I supposed to get the rest of the play? And before that, I sat for many hours in a stinking Elizabethan room, Robert, scanning page after page for that...that prat Shelly.”
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“No, it’s true! She’s horrible. I know she’s got a doctorate in literary studies and whatever, but she’s an obnoxious know-it-all. She’s not been through half of what I’ve been through, and she nags me all time.”  

“Well–” McCutchen began. 

But Cal was not about to stop. “And Stan! That boy may be a techie wiz, but he lives in a video game world...an uber-violent video game world! The guy’s bloodthirsty! Do you know he wanted to me to strangle Shakespeare’s maid?” 

“He wanted... Huh?” 

“True story! I’m not exaggerating.”

“Well...”  

“She was just a random girl in the wrong place at the wrong time! I may be lots of things, boss, but I’m not a murderer!” 

“I know, Cal, but–”

“I can’t stand them!” 

“Well–” 

“You can’t expect me to get results with a team like that!” 

“Well...” McCutchen paused, surprised to find Cal had stopped for the moment. “Then we’ll get you a new team. Shelly will be reassigned, and Stan will need to start re-building his resume. Cal, this is your third team... And you’ve only been on four missions.” 

It was Cal’s turn to sigh. 

“What’s wrong with you?” 

Cal was quiet and hung his head for a minute. When he spoke, his voice was husky. “I can’t stop thinking about them, Robert, all of them! Sometimes I see them in my dreams. And sometimes I have dreams when I’m awake. So many people murdered! I...I saw too much pain... Too much gore... Too much evil. And I look at guys like Stan and I see more than just a dumb kid who’s played too many first-person shooters. I see more evil. It’s just waiting inside him for a chance to break out. It just needs a little nudge to burst into the world and ruin somebody’s life. I can’t help the bitterness. Italy opened my eyes, and everywhere I look I can see how very wrong it all is. Life is messed up, and I don’t know how to fix it.”

“Yeah... I understand, Cal. I know... I know...” McCutchen stammered a little, and Cal looked up, surprised to see tears trickling down the older man’s cheeks. Then he remembered. McCutchen’s wife Sherri had just died, killed in a horrible car accident. She had kissed him on her way to work one morning, and had departed the world before he got home that night. Robert McCutchen knew how messed up the world could be. 

Cal sat helplessly. His hands started to shake. He wished he had some profound advice for his friend, but he could not think of a thing to say. This was not what life was supposed to be like—not for either of them. Soon they were both sobbing, both as quietly as they could, both trying to hold it in. 

“Go home, Cal. See that girl of yours while you still can.” 

Cal nodded and managed to croak “Yeah” before he stood and walked out. 

They were a pitiful pair. 
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Gena Cargill smiled her most alluring smile at Cal before taking a bite of the salmon in front of her. They were on a date at their favorite restaurant, on the west side of Albuquerque, during her lunch break. 

She felt nervous. 

She often felt nervous around Cal these days. It wasn’t because he was cruel or dangerous. She would not be fool enough to keep seeing him if he actually frightened her. No, he was just so prone to moodiness, to acting cranky, and little things in conversations set him off. Talking to him was sometimes like walking on eggshells. 

He had not always been that way. When she first met him, Cal was amazing, sweet, sensitive, and refreshingly selfless. They had drifted apart for a while, Cal getting so busy with his veterinary practice he hardly saw or talked to her. It seemed then like the relationship was done. But he had suddenly sent an amazing email, apologizing for not giving her priority in his life. He had called and said he loved her and wanted to spend as much time with her as he could, maybe even a whole lifetime. And they had started seeing each other again. But Cal was not the same man. While more attentive, he seemed sadder, more sober... Aged. It was like he had gone through something massive and traumatic, but would never tell her what it was, no matter how much she tried to find out. 

“How’s business at PaperThin?” Cal asked. PaperThin was the bookstore Gena was working at while she finished up her degree in English Lit from UNM.

“Pretty good. We sold eight copies of Wind in the Willows the other day.” 

Cal chuckled and she smiled. It was good to hear him chuckle. He looked up at her over his green chile cheeseburger, his eyes locked on her with that pleasant sense of surprised wonder that sometimes caught him when he was around Gena. Tall and graceful, Gena’s auburn hair shone with a slight red glint as it cascaded over the shoulders of her red shirt and framed her slightly freckled face. She was wearing that plaid skirt he liked, the one with her family’s clan tartan she was so proud of. It was one of those many moments when her beauty pulled him out of himself and outweighed the mass of his troubles. When he could not help but be interested in her, fascinated with her, and suddenly nothing else seemed more important than making her smile. “Wind in the Willows? Why would eight people want to read that?”

“No idea! My theory is that people are thinking about Toad Hall now that the rains are driving the Spadefoot toads out of the desert into their yards.” 

“Could be. Could be. Either that or we New Mexicans are just crazier than usual. Take my dad’s neighbor, he’s been trying to sell a rocket for like 15 years.” 

“What? As in a spaceship?”

“Uh huh. It’s the fuselage and engine from one of Interstellar Corp’s very first prototypes. A piece of history, he claims! But he hasn’t dropped the price even though it’s a bucket of rust by now.”   

She looked at him with arched brows. “If you’re angling for a birthday present, Cal, I’m 100% sure that one’s out of my price range.” 

He laughed, and stoutly denied any birthday gift angling, then set down his cheeseburger to take her hand in both of his. “Gena, you’re a brilliant woman! You should write a dissertation about Kenneth Graham and Spadefoot toads.” 

It was her turn to laugh, and she did it heartily. “You’re hard to keep up with sometimes, Cal. So, how did your morning go?” She hesitated just a little and looked at him from the corner of her eye while she wiped her mouth with a napkin.

“Um... My morning. Well, it was busy. Lots of sick dogs and lots of kittens that needed vaccines.” 

“Yeah?” Something was off. She had that vague feeling he was not telling her the truth. It was a feeling that nagged her a lot recently, but she could find nothing substantial to back it. “Maybe I could come pick you up at work Wednesday and rescue you from it all. You know I like to see you being all doctor-y in your fancy coat and scrubs.” 

“Oh! Yeah. But Wednesday won’t work.” Cal did not even pause. “How about Saturday afternoon? I work half a day then.” That would give him time to sign up for a shift as a relief vet and be at the clinic. He had kept his veterinary license active so he would have a good cover. 

“Sure... That works.”

This was one part of Cal’s new job he hated the most: the need to lie to people he loved. He had gotten so darn good at it! And he hated that. He was privy to the greatest secret of the century but would lose his job if he loosed his lips. He had even signed non-disclosure papers. But it was incredibly hard trying to share his life with someone while not telling her about the profound experiences and adventures and fights he was really living. She still thought he sold heartworm preventatives to puppy owners for a living and had no clue that he routinely risked his life flying through the tunnels of time. Sometimes it made him feel like a crazy man. 

He must have been scowling. Or she might have read his mind. 

“Cal, what’s wrong? You know if we’re serious about making this work,” she motioned a slender hand between them, “we can’t have secrets. I want to share my life with you, Cal. You can share yours with me.”   

“Oh, yeah... Of course,” he fumbled. Women could be eerily intuitive. She scared him sometimes. “I was missing my friend Fred,” he stammered the first lie that came into his mind. 

“Fred? Oh, Fred! Your technician friend who got married and moved away.” She put down her fork. “You know what? You should go visit him.” Cal started shaking his head and muttering about how far a trip it would be. “You should!” Gena persisted. “It would cheer you up a ton.”

“He moved to Germany. I can’t go visit him.” 

“Well, you haven’t taken time off from work in forever. You could afford a few weeks, right? I want you to be happy.” A shadow passed over her face. “I...I don’t understand why I can’t make you happy anymore.” Something wet glistened in the corner of her eyes. 

“No no, Gena!” Cal rushed to deny it, even though the truth of her words stung him like a snake’s fangs. “You do make me happy. It’s just that I need to save my vacation time and my cash up... For a more special trip... With someone I care way more about than Fred Kawalkovitch.” 

He took her hand again and she looked into his eyes. It was a fight to keep eye contact as he felt his heart quailing with guilt beneath her piercing gaze. He hated leading her on. Even in the unsteady state of his emotions and complicated state of his life, he was sure of one thing: he loved Gena Cargill. He needed to just marry her. But he was afraid of being married to a woman he couldn’t tell the truth to. Even more, he was afraid of chaining her to a grumpy guy riddled with PTSD for life and making her miserable. 

He paid the check and turned the conversation to other things. 

Not long later, he was alone again in his apartment, sitting by himself on the bed. The quiet seemed oppressive. The loneliness seemed unbearable.   
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McCutchen also met a lady for lunch, though this was not at all a romantic rendezvous. Her name was Paloma Ortiz, and she was Jason Moore’s girlfriend. “Had been” Jason Moore’s girlfriend, would be more accurate. Not because they had broken up, but because Jason Moore had been dead for years. 

McCutchen kept a banker’s box of files and notes by the nightstand beside his bed, notes on cold cases he had worked on over his long career with the agency. Before they assigned him to TITO, McCutchen had spent years investigating federally related murders and missing persons cases. Normal people had dull hobbies like golf or collecting saltshakers, but McCutchen never quite fit the adjective “normal.” When he had downtime, he would pull out this box of cases, pick one, and try again to make sense of it. To him, each case was a personal challenge, a puzzle daring him to find its solution. Maybe if he looked for the hundred and seventeenth time at it from a different angle, he would solve it at last: and some poor soul would get justice. 

Jason Moore’s case was not technically a cold one, because the official investigation of the fire concluded it was an accident. But McCutchen knew the original investigator from the Fire Marshal’s office, Perry Mann, had reason to suspect arson. There had always been something off. And so, he kept it on top of his files, pondering its every angle now and then. So far, nothing (other than a decent use of leisure hours) had come of it.  

Jason had been 21 when he died. He was working for a rapidly growing internet and technology conglomerate called Zwitch. Just days before he died the company had assigned him to a government defense contract involving internet security. That had prompted the local detective to contact the CIA, which is how McCutchen officially became involved. McCutchen had already been unofficially involved because Moore was the cousin of his goddaughter. It had become more personal the more years the case sat in his box. This one nagged him. Jason’s body was burned beyond all original recognition, and it took a forensic odontologist to identify the charred remains through dental records. Half a skeleton was all they had found scattered in the burned laundry room. If someone was deliberately responsible, McCutchen wanted to catch them. But he could find no actual evidence of foul play. 

He got close, years ago. Jason’s defense contract turned out to be a program to protect government servers from non-domestic cyber-attacks. McCutchen had chased that lead as far as he could, uncovering a nest of Chinese hackers operating in New York. But he could not find any evidence connecting them to the fire. 

Now, years later, Paloma Ortiz contacted him. She was passing through Albuquerque on a business trip and wanted to meet. McCutchen sat now at a local coffee shop across from the primly dressed, attractive woman in her 30s, and awkwardly wondering how to start the conversation. Happily, she started it for him. 

“I wish I could say it was good to see you, Agent McCutchen,” her ruby lips frowned. “But the only other times we met were during your investigation of my dead boyfriend.” 

McCutchen shrugged an awkward apology. “Sorry. It still stings, I know. You said you might have some new information?”

“I might.” She rustled in her purse and pulled out a folded newspaper clipping. She unfolded it, smoothed it out on the tabletop, and slid it over to him. “You’ve seen this one, I’m sure...” 

McCutchen raised an eyebrow and scanned the contents. 
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“Yes. I’ve read this piece... Is this about the computer wires? I looked into the landlord’s comments, and he was right. The Fire Investigator told me it probably was an electrical fire.” 

“It’s not the wires.” She tapped a slim finger on the paragraph about Michael Garcia. “It’s him.” She pulled out a photo from her purse and laid it on top of the article. “That’s him there, with the glasses.” 
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McCutchen squinted at the photo. “Michael Garcia disappeared after the fire, didn’t he?” 

She nodded. “He did. Two days later his parents reported him missing. Nobody ever found him. There was an absolute storm of suspicion at the time that he started the fire, then vanished to hide it. But nobody ever found any evidence of arson.” 

“And nobody ever found Michael. He was Jason’s best friend. Why would he want to burn down his pal’s house?”  

“That’s just it. I’m not entirely sure they were friends...”

“What do you mean?” 

“Michael and Jason fought quite a bit in those last few weeks before the fire. Jason never liked Michael’s progressive enthusiasm, even in college, and Michael got really fanatic after he started working with his non-profit group.”

McCutchen nodded and started flipping through a notebook he pulled out of his pocket. He had come prepared with his notes from the case. “Wait a sec... I remember that... ChangeNow was the non-profit. Michael was a Project Manager.”

She nodded. “He never had a paying job, even after he graduated from MIT. And there was something else: something secret they were working on together...” She stopped a minute and stared at the wall, recalling a scene from years ago. “Their worst argument happened only two nights before the fire. We had a movie night, the three of us, at Jason’s place. I’d just left. Only I forgot my keys and came back. They were shouting at each other when I reached the porch, so I stopped a minute.” 

McCutchen leaned forward to listen, wondering how this had never come up before. “What were they yelling about?” 

“I’m not really sure. Jason said something about how Michael was pushing him too much, and things were going too fast.” 

“What was going too fast?” 

She shrugged. “They were working on something. I don’t know what. But that’s all I heard. When I knocked on the door, they shut up right away. I got my keys and left. It was awkward. And two days later Jase was dead, and Mike disappeared.” 

McCutchen leaned back and stared at the ceiling. Michael and Jason were angry at each other over something, something they were working on together. Could the fire have started because of that disagreement? 

“Why did you never tell this to the police?” he asked. 

She shrugged again and looked sad. “I didn’t think it was important at the time. And I was worried it would hurt both the families. The poor parents had enough to mourn.”  

“And why are you telling me now?” 

“It’s been 15 years. I’ve been thinking about it lately and now I wonder if it could be important. I decided to see you while I was in town.”  

“Why do you think it’s important?”

“Just a woman’s intuition.” 

“Not much to go on.” 

She glared at him. They finished their lunch, and small talk helped clear the air. At last, he stood up and shook her hand. “Thanks, Paloma. I hope your trip goes well. I’ll keep looking into this. I promise.” 
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“It is a narrow mind which cannot look at a 

subject from various points of view.” 

~George Eliot​[iv]

F

rustration filled the next month as Cal tried to find suitable replacements for his Field Operations team. Due to the ultra-secret nature of TITO, most of the candidates were never told what they would actually be doing. A few came from within TITO, which made things easier. But the rest needed a high-level security clearance just to be interviewed, and most came either from government agencies or were civil servants and university eggheads who had done government contract work. They had to be interviewed in some non-conventional ways, often without being told about time travel. McCutchen designed a series of tests for each, which varied depending on what function they would have on his team.  

Allison Burleigh seemed like a suitable candidate for team historian at first. She was an expert in Victorian literature and had a Master’s in Medieval Studies. But it was not to be.

“So, imagine (strictly hypothetically, you understand) that you could travel anywhere in history to anywhere in the world. Where would you go?” Cal asked during her interview. 

“Easy one!” She pulled nervously at the dragon-shaped ear cuff on her left ear. “I’d visit the 15th century.” 

“Yeah? You a fan of the Wars of the Roses, huh?” 

She shook her black hair, with its blue highlights, across her tattooed shoulder. “No, no. I’d visit 15th century Romania to meet my all-time favorite hero.” 

“Oh? Who was in Romania that... Ohhh...” 

“Vlad the Impaler of course! He was so fascinatingly ruthless. And it’s my theory that Vlad was the actual Count Dracula. What’s more, I’ve found through my own particular arts that everything legends say about Dracula is completely true!”

“Oh?” Cal commented weakly. He squirmed uncomfortably in his seat, wondering exactly what this woman’s “particular arts” were.

“Yes! None of my colleagues are bright enough to make the connections I’ve made in my research.”

“Astonishing. The numbskulls,” Cal muttered, trying to find a way to end the interview politely. 

“He’s the reason for my lifelong interest in Victorian and Medieval history. I’ve written almost 10,000 pages on Dracula. The man could actually turn into a bat!” 

“He could?” 

“Yes! And he survived on human blood.” 

“Really?”

“He is, of course, immortal.” 

“Yeah?” 

“True story. Still alive today, living in Quebec under the assumed name of Thomas–” 

“Thank you very much, Ms. Burleigh. We’ll call you if you’re selected for the research position at our group.” Cal ushered her hastily through the door.   

Joe Martino seemed very promising at first. A brilliant historian and clever analyst with a long history of work at the CIA, Martino appeared a quiet and thoughtful man Cal could get along with. He had an impressive string of initials after his name from respected institutions. 

But then Cal asked the question that seemed to separate the wheat from the chaff: “Imagine (strictly hypothetically, you understand) that you could travel anywhere in history to anywhere in the world. Where would you go?”

Dr. Martino’s eyes lit up strangely. “You mean, like a time machine? Oh, I’d have places to go. I’d go back and undo oppressive acts in history.”

Cal raised an eyebrow. “Could you elaborate a bit on that?” 

“Well, I’d go push Andrew Jackson off a cliff, so the Trail of Tears would never happen. I’d blackmail Herbert Brownell in the 1950s to stop the mass deportation of immigrants. I’d shoot Robert E. Lee in the back and end slavery in the South.”

“Oh?” Cal’s voice bore that weak, confused quality it seemed to involuntarily take on during these interviews. 

“Yeah. And I’d probably pull a heist on Carnegie and the other fabulously wealthy prigs at the beginning of the century and redistribute wealth to start the century off in a fair footing.”

“Interesting,” Cal shook his head up and down, trying to hide from the excited Martino that his interview was (practically speaking) finished.

“I’d probably go knock off a few of the Founding Fathers and replace ‘em with open-minded people, too. That sort of thing.” 

“Ah. Glad you’ve thought this through so thoroughly.” That was only half honest: it was kind of scary he had thought this through so thoroughly. Cal wondered what it was about time travel that made everyone feel so bloodthirsty.

“Oh! And I’d especially want to bring proper medicine back with me to the 1880s and keep Karl Marx alive. He died of bronchitis at only 64, you know, and he had much more work to do.”

“So... You’d run around changing history in all kinds of ways to fit an agenda, then?” Cal summarized. 

“Yes. That’s exactly what I’d do.”

“You wouldn’t have any concerns about the repercussions of changing history based on your interpretation of it?”

“None at all. I have the credentials to interpret history. I’m a professional. So why shouldn’t I be the one to change it?”

Cal blinked and did not know what to say for nearly a full minute. He was on the verge of mumbling something about appreciating Martino’s honesty, but not his god-complex... but wisely held his tongue. And he evidently didn’t need to say anything anyway, because Dr. Martino had much more to say on his own. A strange fire seemed to seize the face of the man who had started the interview as a quiet professor. After another minute of listing off more people he would snuff out for the good of the world, he actually leaped in an embarrassing fervor of excitement atop his chair and started shouting, “Down with the bourgeois! Long live the proletariat, and glory to our leader Marx!” They’d evidently hit upon Dr. Martino’s favorite subject. 

“Yes, er... Thank you, Dr. Martino,” McCutchen stammered. He was generally in the room during Cal’s interviews, mainly for the entertainment. “Could you get down, please? You’re scaring the secretary in the next room.” 

Martino sat down, stopped panting, and wiped spittle from his glasses. “So why do you ask, Dr. Schmitt? You don’t have a time machine, do you?” 

Cal and McCutchen shuffled uneasily in their seats. 

“It’s just part of the interview process,” Cal said in his most non-committal tone. 

“Well, it’s been a fun interview. Like chatting with two comrades, eh?”

“Um. Yeah! Sure.” Cal and McCutchen thanked him very politely and told him not to worry about calling back. 

Everyone, Cal decided, is a lunatic. 
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The text came the next morning. 

A chill November darkness still hung over the windows of Cal’s apartment at 5 am as his phone rudely awoke him. He read worry behind McCutchen’s cryptic message.

“My office as soon as you get here. We’ve found something strange.”

A short time later, Director McCutchen shoved a faded old book across his desk at Cal. It was opened to a page of pen and ink illustrations. 

“What’s this?” Cal sipped his triple espresso and blinked sleepily.    

“These are some items on the writing desk of Charles Dickens.” 

“Oh?” Cal yawned. It was much too early for literary history.  

McCutchen tapped a finger on one of the illustrations. “Look at that.” 

“A paperweight shaped like a golden pomegranate... That’s odd.” The gears in Cal’s mind moved slowly. “Wait, no, is that a...?”

“It’s a 21st century fragmentation grenade.” 

“A hand grenade? What was Dickens doing with a hand grenade?” 

“That’s what I’d like to know.” 

“What is this book?” Cal turned the book over. The title on the spine read Curios from Imminent Authors of Our Century by Ms. Margaret Davies.

“It’s an old Victorian book cataloging unique items owned by famous authors. Clair tells me it was mainly intended for memorabilia collectors.”

“Clair?” 

“Yeah, Clair Burgess, she’s the one who found the picture. I thought you’d met her. She works in the Artifactual Analysis Division of DHA. She came across the hand grenade while working on a screening project to find potential items of historic importance that might interest TITO.”

Cal took a closer look at the image. “This certainly fits the bill. Could it have come from one of bin Ghazi’s soldiers?”

“That’s what I suspect. We have come across a few archaeologic finds of 21st century weapons left at Lepanto and the war in Italy which our people missed during cleanup. We still don’t understand how some of these items stayed behind after the timeline reversal, but the guys at the temporal distortion division have found more than one. They’ve been a major headache to cover up. But this grenade is a long way from Italy.” 

“The description says it was gilded and mounted on a granite base. And it had an inscription: The NÂBI. What’s a NÂBI?” 

McCutchen shrugged his shoulders. “I’ve tasked the best scientists in DHA to learn what they can about the item. Cal, I want your unique perspective on this too. I’m thinking we may need to send a field team out for this one.” 

Cal looked up sharply. There was a hint of excitement in his tired eyes. Deep inside him, the idea of time traveling adventures still thrilled a little boy heart.

“I think so too, sir,” was all he said. He stood up. “Can I keep this book for now?” McCutchen nodded. “I’ll find out what I can on this end of history.” McCutchen nodded again. 

Cal spent the next few hours in the extensive library housed within TITO’s underground facility. It was an impressive collection of books, many of which were very rare and very specialized. Keeping with fashionable governmental décor, the library was a drab room with tan-colored walls and heavy metal shelves. The only posters on the wall were mandatory notices of workers’ rights and library policies. It gave one the initial impression of a bunker more than a library. But beneath its dull exterior, the library was a wonderful and useful place. Detailed historic research meant the difference between success and failure (and potentially life and death) for field operations, so Cal spent enough time among these books to make the quiet stacks feel like a second home. 

But if the library was a second home, Mr. Callahan the librarian was the scary old uncle in that home. Callahan’s unnerving stares and grave-like silence still put Dr. Schmitt on edge. His thin frame and heavily lidded eyes, coupled with a tendency to say everything in whispers, reminded Cal of a snake under a rock. The man knew how to find a book, though. Within a few minutes of receiving Cal’s request, Callahan had him surrounded by a veritable flock of books about Dickens’ life, his effects, his death, the Battle of Lepanto, and archaeological histories in medieval Italy.

“And last, but certainly not least,” Callahan whispered in his creepy, silken, serpentine tone, “The Black Market Trade in Antiquities of Victorian England by Algernon M. Burton. One of my personal favorites.” He set it down gingerly in front of Cal, like a priest setting down a handwritten copy of Scripture. 

Cal grinned nervously and waited for the librarian to glide back to his desk. He pulled up an app on his phone to take notes. He spent half the morning plowing through indices and flipping through pages, but ended up with only a line or two of useful data.

Charles Dickens, he found, had a habit of picking up knickknacks. In the biography by Dickens’ lifelong friend John Forster was a reference to the great novelist buying curios in Genoa, Italy while he was staying in Albaro in 1844. “The light, eager, active figure soon made itself familiar in the streets of Genoa, and he never went into them without bringing some oddity away.”​[v]

Cal was working from the theory that the grenade-shaped oddity originated from the battle he had been involved in across the Italian mainland. This had followed time traveling terrorist Farid bin Ghazi’s reversal of the historic results of the Battle of Lepanto in the 16th century. He and his Field Ops teams had been strict about taking inventory pre and post-mission since that first drop through time. So, it would make sense that Dickens picked up the grenade on his Italian trip. Though as far as Cal knew, Farid bin Ghazi and his IGGG henchpersons never went farther north than Rome. He did a quick map search (hiding his phone from Callahan’s view with that universally experienced and vaguely anxious feeling that phones should never be seen by librarians) and found Rome to Genoa was over a 300-mile walk. That was a long way to toss a grenade. 

It seemed nobody other than Ms. Margaret Davies referenced the gilded grenade paperweight. He pulled the book out again and looked at her entry. It did not tell him much. 

“This curiosity, being a sort of gilded clockwork pomegranate, has been used as a paperweight on the desk of Mr. Charles Dickens. Though he acquired it only several months before the time of this writing, the talented author has taken enough of a fancy to the oddity that he keeps it always upon his desk inside the
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