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"Each person who tries to see beyond his own time must face questions to which there cannot yet be 

absolute answers."
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(Note: Eternity is a postquel to Fractime)
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​​RefPlane+2, 5 August 2086

Mac stared at the bio-monitor, which showed four stationary reptilian outlines. They were Deinonychus Navisis, an almost 100-kilogram Velociraptor variety that the machines had created and let loose on Earth.

He tried to repress a shudder, glancing at his sister next to him.

"It's hard to believe they're so much smarter than timber wolves," Zuni said while rereading Carl Watkins' Journal of Paleontology paper detailing terrifying differences from similar Cretaceous species.

"Nervous?" she asked.

"Not much," he lied, staring at rain cascading off the roof of their tent in the Rocky Mountains.

"Uh-huh," she said casually.

"You?" he asked, studying her face for any hints of an answer. As they grew older, it became increasingly difficult for him to relate to his twin. He could easily read her feelings as a child from the slightest hint. It was apparent to him that they had diverged at some deep level. It often made him feel inadequate, and he struggled for years to understand why.

"I am," she added while gently caressing a bright red feather dropped by one of their subjects that she had tied to a strand of her auburn hair. "I can’t believe how fast they are. Wonderful creatures," she added, closing the journal article.

Mac nodded and then shivered.

Flint had dropped them off over a week ago, not far from the ruins of Aspen. The twins' first away mission was to be a nice walk in the mountains, but the killers down the valley had failed to cooperate.

Several small herds terrified the locals, who had recently discovered the reptiles ten years after the whole-scale invasion from upline. Somehow avoiding, like rare other instances in other species, the consequences of the mass destruction of the machine ship Navis' Synth farm. Flint saw the situation as an opportunity for the eighteen-year-olds to get real-world field experience.

Ten years ago, the Raptors had evolved quickly to be incredibly elusive. Now, the reptiles behaved strangely, as if they knew Zuni and he were observing them. It had been a cat-and-mouse game for days.

"At least it’s warm," Mac said while trying to glimpse the Elk Mountains in the distance through the rain and low clouds from their small recon tent.

"At least we know where they all are now," Zuni said. "But the relocators won't be in the area for another six hours," she added, turning off her pad with a quick brush of her finger.

"They are on the move again," Mac said. "I told you not to use the pad when they are this close," he added tersely.

"Still think they can sense a quantum flux?" his sister asked, peering over his shoulder at the various displays on the monitor.

"Maybe," he replied, watching four reptilian outlines creep back up the Roaring Fork Valley towards them. "Or maybe they've developed a sensitivity to EM," he added while considering turning off the monitor.

"If so, the distance is hard to believe," she said. "They are over three kilometers down the valley."

"Two point eight," Mac corrected her. "But they've stopped again," he added with a sigh.

"Flint could have left us a translation device," Zuni said.

"Uncle Sam is lucky to have a non-linear TD. For us, third-generation, forget it. You're dreaming," Mac told her sternly while wishing Flint had not pulled Ces from the mission at the last moment. Her natural ability to translate fractime would have eased both their nerves.

"Even a mission add could have helped," he said.

"Adds? Not for me," Zuni said. "Auntie Tye hasn’t spoken a contraction in over a hundred years."

"Still," Mac added, smiling at the wisdom of his older-by-minutes sister.

"More question time?" she asked playfully. "I've been thinking of some good topics."

They knew there would be long periods of watching the bio-monitor and had decided earlier to continue one of their unique twin activities on the mission. They had all already gone through several subjects.

"What's the new topic?" Mac said grumpily.

His sister scowled at him. "Family history. You know we've been saving that one for a special occasion."

"Who’s first?" Mac asked, knowing the answer.

"It's your turn," Zuni said, shaking her head. "You know the rules."

Mac nodded. One twin would provide a general topic, and then the other would ask a question. Both would debate any possible answers until they had worn out the question. Depending on the subject, the debate could drag out for days or weeks. Mac had already formulated his first question.

He looked at his sister; she was, he was sure, trying to take his mind off their stressful situation.

He winced at the flash of a distant lightning strike. "Why did Uncle Mick ban missions that could impact Earth's religions?" he asked with a smirk as a lone thunderclap rolled up the valley.

"Shit. I bet you've been saving that one for a while," Zuni said through a big grin. "We're not to talk about that subject," she added too dramatically.

"Go on. You have the first conjecture," Mac said, ignoring her contrived warning.

"Everyone suspects it's family-related," Zuni said, tying her hair in a loose bun atop her head.

"Everyone?" Mac asked rhetorically, then chuckled, knowing no one would even mention the ban except Ces.

"It's got to be," Zuni said. "What exactly is the ban? Have you heard or seen the actual restrictions?" she asked.

"I agree it is most probably Laith-related. I don't know, and no," Mac replied, respectful of his sister's keen intuition.

"Don't call them that!" Zuni said tersely. "You know I hate it. They're family. We all need to love them."

Mac knew he had gone too far with what had become a racist label to her. His sister had become a vocal proponent of the desegregation of the Laiths back into mainstream Family activities. Most, except their uncle Draconous, did not take her too seriously.

"Ces told me before departure that the ban only really needs to go back to the start of Exiguus's reckoning and not before the Family's arrival," Zuni said after taking a deep breath. "She wouldn't say more."

He had been too busy to join Zuni to coax Ces to rejoin the mission. Obviously, he had missed out.

"You play too much Battlefield Galactic," she told him.

"Ouch," he mumbled, "and what's an Exiguus?"

"Look it up," she replied with satisfaction.

Mac could see her pleasure in stumping him. "Holy shit," he said, finding the term in their pad's search engine. "And you didn't tell me?"

"I figured the ban would be your question, and I was saving it."

"That narrows it down to a few years or, at most, decades," Mac said, pondering the possibilities the new information might represent.

"Corresponding to the birth of Jesus in Reference Plane +1," Zuni said, raising her eyebrows.

"That makes sense, given it’s a ban on meddling with religion," Mac said stoically.

"The ban is not just Plus One's Christianity, though. It extends across the local anomaly to all religions," Zuni said.

"A large enough sack of kittens can hide a lion," Mac quoted a rough Sol translation of an ancient Klingon proverb.

"Just like Uncle Mick," Zuni said thoughtfully. "I agree it’s probably a Plus One issue."

"So, you think we have an Uncle Jesus afflicted with the change?" Mac asked flatly.

"Then Mick's ban on meddling with another Family member's timeline fits, too," Zuni said confidently. "We should have seen all this before
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