
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




Copyright © December 2023 by Jaid Black.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be
reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any
means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or
mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the
publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in
critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by
copyright law.

Publisher: Valentina Antonia, LLC.












RESIDUUM










Written by Jaid Black


Chapter One

Los Angeles, California

January 21, 2097 A.D.

 


 


She held her bank chip up to the scanner
again, hoping for a different result. “Come on, damn it—work! I
have to get out of here.” She needed to leave and return to her
domicile before the Religious Military Police—RMP—could zero in on
her precise location. It was apparent her assets had been found and
frozen. Definitely not a good sign.

“I’m sorry,” the disembodied female
voice announced at self-checkout, “your bank chip has been
declined.”

“No, no, no, no, no!” She was hungry. Two
days had passed since her last meal. The grocery delivery service
she normally used hadn’t shown up this month and now she understood
why: she no longer had any available assets.

Making things impossibly worse, today was
Inauguration Day in the United States: a typically solemn occasion
that was marked this time around by riots and declarations of
secession from various state governors, hers included. Time was not
on her side. The threats of secession were being ruthlessly dealt
with already, despite the fact the inaugural ceremony hadn’t even
been completed yet. She could hear screaming and fighting in the
streets; she needed to leave the grocery store and return to her
domicile before the incoming regime’s military and AI brigade
arrived.

Anxious, starved, and the time of day
nearing curfew, twenty-seven-year-old Dr. Xaris Bennett gave up on
her good intentions and began punching in a sequence of characters
and numbers on the virtual keypad that would countermand the
anti-theft mechanisms put in place by the store. Thievery wasn’t in
her nature, but then she hadn’t been the one who’d frozen all her
assets. The incoming government had somehow managed that prior to
being sworn into office. An Artificial Intelligence scientist on
the RMP’s Most Wanted list, Xaris was, thankfully, also a
master hacker. Her fingers flew across the keypad, overriding the
code. She had to get out of here and fast.

“Thank you for your purchase, Dr.
Bennett. Green Groceries appreciates your business.”

Xaris expelled a breath of relief as the
vacuum-sealed groceries were bagged and spat out onto the counter.
She eyed the time. Five minutes until curfew began. Hopefully
traffic wouldn’t be bumper to bumper because she didn’t have
authorization to be out on the streets past nine o’clock in the
morning. That good fortune, if one could call it that, was now
strictly reserved for those who had gotten the permanent laser
tattoo which declared their allegiance to the incoming regime.
Everybody else was given three hours this morning to come and go
without risking arrest or worse. All bets were off as soon as the
incoming dictator was sworn in.

She had gotten a late start and then spent
too much time trying to do the right thing in the automated grocery
store. Swiping up all six of the grocery bags which had been packed
to the rim, the automatic doors opened for her without incident.
Once in the parking lot, her electric vehicle recognized her and
opened. She plopped down onto the passenger’s seat, her arms loaded
down with foodstuffs, and told the vehicle to drive her home.

.Home. What did that word even mean
anymore now that her once beloved domicile had become an oppressive
container of self-imprisonment?

For over eighty years the world had been
heatedly divided between the factions who yearned for democracy and
those who desired autocracy. In the end, democracy had been snuffed
out across the globe in a series of questionable presidential
elections, monarchy resurgences, and guerilla warfare showdowns.
Some of the autocrats ruled with a tyrannical iron fist; some ruled
kindly with kid gloves. The style of dictator one lived under came
down to the lottery of birth, to where a person happened to live
when democracy died. Immigration and emigration had come to an
abrupt halt the world over so leaving a harsh autocracy like the
United States for a gentler, kinder one wasn’t in the cards for
anyone but the mega-wealthy trillionaires and quadrillionaires.

“Can you drive any faster?” Xaris worriedly
asked her car. “I’m going to break curfew in precisely one minute,
Carl.”

“We will reach the driveway to your
domicile in thirty seconds,” Carl, her personal AI
supercomputer, declared. Carl was located in her domicile proper,
but his tentacles were far-reaching. It was how she’d designed
“him” to be.

She breathed a sigh of relief as Rosetta
Street came into view. “Thank God.”

“Carl,” the disembodied male voice
reminded her. “Not God. Just ‘Carl.’”

“We’ve got to work on you taking expressions
less literally.”

“You coded me. Might I suggest uploading
a patch into my programming?”

The garage door opened automatically as soon
as the electric vehicle hit the driveway, closing after it was
securely parked inside. Xaris knew she was playing with time. Now
that her bank account had been found and frozen it was just a
matter of which day in terms of when her electrical grid would be
shut down. She had a lot to accomplish in an unknown number of
hours. Thankfully, she had a backup generator. Still, those
old-fashioned things were infamously cranky and didn’t last
long.

“You shouldn’t need a patch. You should be
learning on your own now,” Xaris told Carl as she walked from the
connected garage and into her domicile proper. The door whizzed
shut behind her and locked itself. “Besides, you know we’ve got
other priorities right now. Like staying alive. And getting the
fuck out of Gilead.”

“Gilead—a reference to the fictitious,
dystopian, theocratic country created by Margaret Atwood in
1985’s The Handmaid's Tale. The book was turned into a
television series that ran from—”

“Yes, I know, Carl. And yes, that’s the
Gilead I’m referring to.”

Xaris didn’t bother putting the groceries
down on the kitchen counter. Everything she needed to survive for
the next week was already packed into her hidden saferoom. The
groceries were the last items she’d needed and now she had
them.

Glancing nostalgically around her beloved
domicile for a final time, she sighed, wishing things hadn’t come
to this. Unfortunately, voter turnout had been at an all-time low
during the last election, giving the fascists the ability to devour
the United States. Now she was an enemy of the incoming state. The
grocery transaction would give the RMP a rough idea of where to
find her. Fortunately, her exact location should be impossible to
pinpoint without them searching door to door with AI roamers.
Roamers were expensive and the Religious Military Police was
otherwise engaged fighting so-called rebel California forces. “Open
the saferoom door, Carl. It’s time to go inside and stay
there.”

The hidden panel in the kitchen gave way and
the door to her secret fortress zinged open. She walked in, bogged
down by grocery bags, as the door whizzed shut and locked behind
her. She exhaled a breath of relief. The deed was done. She had
managed to get all the supplies she needed and seal herself off
from the chaotic world beyond the soundproof room. She walked to
the much smaller kitchen in the saferoom and placed the grocery
bags on its counter.

“Enemy forces have begun searching
domicile to domicile for rebels,” Carl informed her. “Given
their numbers and rate of movement I expect your domicile to be
breached within ten minutes.”

“They can knock down whatever door they
want. They will never find us.” Of that assertion, Xaris was highly
confidant. She was an incredibly skilled and efficient AI scientist
who had built the saferoom with her own two hands. Not wanting any
humans to know of its existence, she used untraceable, virtual
tutorials to teach herself the parts of modern construction she
hadn’t been familiar with. As a consequence, only she and Carl
would ever be able to locate the sequestered room.

“You need to eat. Your vitals aren’t bad,
but they are below your desired homeostasis.”

“I know,” she murmured, walking to the
bathroom. She needed to be awake and keep her wits about her for
the work that lay ahead. “I’ll load a meal into the Foodmaster
Supreme in a minute.” Xaris glanced at herself in the mirror as
she splashed cold water onto her face. She looked tired even to
herself. Her caramel skin, so much like her deceased mother’s,
didn’t have its characteristic golden glow. Her big blue eyes, so
much like her deceased father’s, looked vacant and haunted. No
twenty-seven-year-old should ever look this damn worn out, but two
years of hiding from insurrectionists did that to a person. She
threw a handful of long, light brown microbraids over her shoulder
and decided not to dwell on her appearance.

Walking back to the kitchen, Xaris chose
faux-hamburger lasagna with garlic bread and green beans. Not a
normal breakfast perhaps, but she needed something filling after
two days of hunger. She threw three vacuum-sealed packages into the
Foodmaster Supreme. The kitchen gadget proceeded to unseal
and separate the faux meat entrée from the garlic bread and the
garlic bread from the green beans. She grabbed a water from the
Autofridge as she waited the requisite minute for the foods
to be seasoned to her preset specifications and served up. At the
ding, she opened the Foodmaster Supreme and carefully
removed the hot meal. The reusable plates were supposed to be kept
at a neutral temperature, but they tended to be overly warm to the
touch. Still, it was the latest in technology and a big improvement
over Foodmasters of yesteryear.

If all went according to plan, she wouldn’t
have a Foodmaster Supreme to criticize for much longer. If
all her hard work paid off, she’d be going to a place where nothing
like it existed yet.

“The Religious Military Police have
breached your domicile. They are searching for you, Dr.
Bennett.”

“Keep your voice down!” she said in a
wide-eyed hush. Xaris didn’t care if the saferoom had been
soundproofed. She was taking no chances. “Whisper in my ear if need
be.” She took her plate and a fork to the tiny kitchen table and
sat down to eat her meal. Thankfully, she could hear nothing from
the world beyond the saferoom. Her nerves wouldn’t have been able
to handle the intrusion otherwise. “Tell me when they’re gone,” she
murmured to Carl.

She was so hungry. Not even the marauding
RMP beyond the door could kill her appetite. She dug into her meal,
her eyes all but rolling back into her head from the delicious
taste of the foods. Not having eaten in two days, she didn’t take a
single bite for granted. She filled her belly until stuffed and
then chased everything down with a bottle of cold water.

Her gaze flicked over to her desk.
Everything she’d done, all the scientific strides she’d made, had
been based on the research of Sir Victor Banks, a time-traveling AI
scientist who now lived in the faraway past with his sister,
Countess Veronica Gunn. Sir Banks had been able to create a serum
that allowed him and his sibling to travel through time, but not
through space. If Xaris’s groundbreaking work was accurate, she
would be able to do both.

She inhaled a deep, sustaining breath and
slowly expelled it. The animal trials had gone well—at least on her
end. Her beloved hairless cat, Furball, had been her final animal
trial. She had given him the serum a week ago. While she could
attest to the fact he was no longer in the miserable present per
the tracker she put in him, she had no way of knowing with absolute
certainty that he’d wound up in 1157 A.D.’s Scottish Highlands.
That was the sole reason she hadn’t yet injected herself with the
AI serum. That and she wasn’t altogether certain she wanted to
travel that far back in time.

Xaris had done her research, though. The
year 1157 A.D. would safely let her avoid the zombie uprising of
1155 A.D. brought to the past by Countess Veronica Gunn; 1157 A.D.
was also three hundred years before the North Atlantic Slave
Trade—and thereby racism—had begun. For a mixed-race AI scientist,
the latter was the most important to her.

The final reason she chose 1157 A.D. was,
quite simply, because two other time travelers were already there
living their lives. Clan Gunn, or at least its laird and other
higherups, would be accustomed to dealing with people from the
future. They wouldn’t think she was a witch and burn her at the
stake. At least she hoped not. She was banking on that
probability.

“The Religious Military Police have
exited your domicile, though one of them said they will be
returning with an AI roamer.”

She stilled. Xaris’s heartbeat accelerated.
They were bringing an AI roamer to her domicile? She glanced at her
watch: it was now 9:30 am Pacific Time, making it 12:30 pm Eastern
Time. The new, autocratic regime had been sworn in, officially held
all power, and must have suspected the existence of her saferoom.
She had assumed she would currently be beneath their notice because
of the endless fighting with rebel forces, but apparently topping
the RMP’s Most Wanted list took more precedence than she’d
presumed. She wasn’t worried about humans searching her domicile,
but an AI roamer? It would sniff her hidden antechamber out within
an hour if not mere minutes.

“This was so not part of my plan,” she
murmured to the walls. “Fuck.”

Xaris shot up from the table and ran to her
desk. There was no more time to second-guess her decision. If she
didn’t inject herself with the serum now, later might not ever
come. She’d be arrested and then God only knows what would be done
with her, much less with her inventions.

Her breathing labored, she plopped down on
her desk chair and set the AI time and space serum in front of her.
She took out a needle and syringe and pulled the requisite amount
of serum from its bottle and set the injection aside. Thinking
quickly, she decided to pack as many of her inventions as she could
into an oversized duffel bag along with her necessities. She threw
the bottle of serum in it alongside everything else. “You’re coming
with me, Carl,” she said as she stuffed his “body” into the bag.
Xaris had always planned on bringing Carl and her AI serum, though.
It was her other inventions she suddenly decided to abscond with as
well. She was taking no chances on anyone being able to replicate
her hard work and possibly invade 1157 A.D. She no longer had any
idea what lengths the RMP would go to in order to recover public
enemy number one on its Most Wanted list.

Everything she could squeeze into her duffel
and then some, the bag was bursting at the seams. Not knowing much
of what to expect from the impending injection, she took her bag
down to the tiled floor with her, strapped it onto her back, and
sat away from everything else. Assuming this worked, whatever she
was touching would, after all, travel back in time and space with
her.

Xaris’s head popped up. Her eyes rounded at
the sight of the saferoom door almost giving way. She might not be
able to hear the battering ram the RMP was using to get to her, but
she could see a huge dent form on the door. Her heartbeat kicked
into overdrive as perspiration broke out on her forehead. It was
now or never. Her duffel bag on her back, she took the cap off the
syringe and injected the needle into a vein.

Her last thought was she hoped the serum
worked for both time and space. Her very existence likely
depended on it.

Dizziness assailed her and then she knew
nothing.







Chapter Two

Castle Cumhacht, Scottish
Highlands

January 21, 1157 A.D.

 


Sir Finn Gunn had accepted his laird Lachlan
Gunn’s offer—more like dictate!—to move into the castle proper
yestereve. All of Finn’s belongings had been relocated from his hut
in the village to a generous chamber next to the laird’s mum,
Moira, and opposite to Lachlan and his lady wife, Veronica. Beyond
a chest, his clothing, and a tapestry his mum had made for his
hearth afore her death, there hadn’t been a lot of possessions to
move from his old hut to his new chamber within the castle.

Whilst Finn was Lachlan’s next-in-command
and kenned the laird wanted him nearby at all times for that verra
reason alone, ‘twas King Malcolm IV of Scotland’s decision to
knight Finn which like as naught also had something to do with the
move. Lachlan, the laird and newly anointed Earl of Gunn, wanted to
insure Finn’s continued loyalty to him and an independent
Highlands. Leastways, Finn kenned his laird realized ‘twas never a
question in his mind. The Lowlanders were nigh unto English with
their proximity to England and Saxon ways; the Highlanders were a
different people altogether.

Exiting his bedchamber and making his way
down the stairwell, Finn saw that the keep’s other occupants had
already begun breaking their fast in the great hall. Lachlan sat at
table’s head with his wife Veronica to his left and his mum Moira
to his right. To the right of Moira sat her daughter, Catriona, and
Catriona’s husband, Victor. Leastways, Victor was also Veronica’s
brother. ‘Twas a tightly knit family that Lachlan had made him a
part of by virtue of dwelling here.

Finn took his seat at the head table next to
Veronica, the newly titled countess, and thanked the head of the
maidservants, Maisie, when the older wench plopped his meal down
afore him.

“I accepted the title to appease Malcolm—for
now,” Lachlan rumbled to his mother, Moira. “Though I dinna have a
care for English sounding accoutrements either.”

“It was still a strategic move,” Veronica
assured her mother-within-the law. “Until my husband is ready to
take over the Highlands at least.”

Finn agreed and said as much. “We dinna need
Malcolm feeling suspicious. We’ve enough to see to without it.”

“Aye,” Lachlan seconded. “What Finn
said.”

The matriarch’s back was, per usual, regally
straight. Her dark hair with its silver streak was coifed perfectly
in a bun. “I dinna say I disagree, son. I just dinna have a care
for this business of English entitlements. Your sire would like as
naught die again did word reach him in the heavens.”

Lachlan rolled his eyes. Veronica patted her
husband’s knee. “I’m certain he would understand our situation,”
the countess said quickly. She was ever the most shrewd when it
came to appeasing the laird. “He would be proud of his son’s
cunning ways.”

Moira harrumphed, thought it o’er a wee bit,
and finally conceded. “True, that.”

“If it makes you feel any better,” Victor
told Moira, “earldoms were created by the Vikings and not the
English.”

“Truly?” Moira asked.

“Definitely,” Victor replied.

“My brother knows his history,” Veronica
assured her mother-within-the-law. “Unlike me, he paid attention in
his classes to, well, everything.”

That fact seemed to appease the family
matriarch. Afore her husband’s death, Moira had been the lady of
Castle Cumhacht for twenty years. Presently, ‘twas her son who
ruled Clan Gunn and Veronica who was the keep’s lady—now countess
as it were. Speaking of Veronica…

The tale of how she and her brother Victor
had come to Clan Gunn was nigh unto fanciful. For that reason,
verra few of their people knew of it. ‘Twas unlikely any would
believe they had traveled from the dying future to live o’er nine
hundred years in the past. Leastways, other than the servants, only
those who lived within the castle’s walls kenned any of it. The
only other Gunn who knew was Ramsay, the next in command under
Finn, yet Ramsay dwelled in the village proper with his new wife,
Mathilda.

“Oh!” Moira said, her demeanor instantly
changing the moment she espied her two grandchildren being brought
down the stairs by their nannies, “here come Mamó’s wee
angels!”

Lachlan and Veronica’s daughter, the
five-month-old Lady Arabella, was plopped onto her mamó’s lap
first. It wasn’t long afore her cousin Niall, the two-month-old son
of Victor and Catriona, was next handed to her. As usual,
golden-haired Arabella made it known she wanted her papa instead.
She held out her arms to Lachlan and began fussing aboot until the
laird snatched her up and sat her on his lap. She immediately began
playing with his black braids.

“Don’t feel badly,” Veronica told Moira on a
grin. “Mama gets the same treatment as Mamó whenever Papa is
around. She’s a total daddy’s girl.”

“Pa-pa,” Arabella cooed, as if she kenned
the conversation. Lachlan smiled down at his wee daughter afore
kissing her atop the head.

“So Finn,” Veronica asked, “Are you all
moved in?”

“Aye, milady. ‘Twas just a matter of
relocating a few items.”

“Only a few items? Spend some coins. Your
new rank demands it.” At Finn’s furrowed brow she said, “You’ve
been knighted. The workers in the village need to earn coins and
you have plenty of them to spend.”

He snorted at that. “’Tis why you and
Catriona have a care for making extravagant purchases? For the lot
of the villagers?”

“Of course!” both ladies simultaneously
exclaimed. Veronica winked. “Well that and we love new gowns and
shoes.”

“Aye we do,” Catriona seconded. “Try it. You
might enjoy yourself.”

“I think Finn would look comely in a lady’s
gown,” Lachlan jested. “’Twould give our enemies a fright
leastways.”

Laughter ensued at the head table. Even
Moira who wasn’t given to such frivolity on most occasions looked
amused. Finn threw his best friend and laird a sour look. “I think
I shall keep my coins. I can give our enemies a fright in ways that
dinna also frighten me.”

More laughter. Even Finn broke into a
smile.

“There are men who dress like women where
Victor and I come from.” Veronica shrugged. “It’s not a big deal in
the future.”

“Truly?”

“Yes.” This from Victor. “It’s normal to
us.”

Finn enjoyed it when the countess and her
brother regaled him with tales of times so far away. Leastways, he
was forever curious aboot their ways and customs. His favorite tale
was that of men who would walk upon the moon someday. ‘Twas nigh
unto too fanciful to believe, yet Veronica swore to the saints
‘twas the truth of it.

“You should settle down the soonest, Finn,”
Moira chided him whilst turning the topic. “A knight needs a wife
and children.”

“You are getting up there,” Veronica
added, forcing a grunt from him. “You’ll be thirty-five
tomorrow.”

Finn kept silent. He hated when the subject
of a marriage betwixt him and an unknown wench was broached. He’d
yet to find a female who intrigued him beyond an eve in the
bedsheets. Victor found his happiness in Catriona. Lachlan found
his joy in Veronica. Was it mayhap too much to ask of the saints
that Finn find fulfillment in a mate of his choosing too? Arranged
marriages were too chancy for his constitution. Many worked out,
aye, but many suffered.

He forced the subject out of his head and
concentrated instead upon his trencher. He made quick work of the
foodstuffs upon it, happily eating Maisie’s cooking. The older
servant was a bit of a tyrant when it came to her kitchens, yet
Finn had always held a fondness for her and her blunt ways.

“Find a woman while you’re still young
enough and handsome enough to nab a good one,” Veronica continued
on.

He sighed. By the saints, not again! He
picked up his goblet of mead and downed it with a quickness.

“Aye,” Catriona chirped in. Now all three
adult women in residence were fussing aboot his singlehood! “You’re
tall and broad—”

“—Dark eyes and dark braided hair,” Veronica
cut in.

“And those dimples of yours when you smile,”
Moira added. “If I was a lady of younger years…”

The unsubtle implication caused everyone at
the head table save Finn to erupt into laughter. He chose to blush
profusely instead. In truth, ‘twas less a choice than an unwanted
outcome. “I should see to my duties and check on Ramsay,” Finn
semi-lied, standing up to leave the embarrassing situation. The
first part was true, the latter not so much. “All and sundry may
jest with me again at the nooning meal.”

“We will,” the countess teased. Veronica’s
bedamned grin was catching, even to Finn. “That’s a promise.”

Finished breaking his fast with
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