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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      I think a fiction writer has some very important duties when it comes to telling stories. We are, after all, lying to tell the truth.

      I think that’s what good fiction does. It lies to you, over and over, but it does so in an entertaining way that illuminates some truth about us humans. At its best, fiction illuminates truths that are otherwise hard to see. Stories aren’t nearly as messy and chaotic as real life and they are great tools to transmit knowledge. In fact, our brains are hardwired to receive information via story.

      That’s why when it comes to time travel, I think a writer has an even more important responsibility and the bar should be set high.

      Why?

      Well, to me time travel is, plot-wise, a really big gun—or, to put it another way, a really big lie. You can do amazing things with time travel, get at some of those human truths through this particular “lie,” but you can also create a huge mess.

      When you are dealing with things like time travel with its causal loops, its ability to rewrite the past or the future, and, frankly, with its ability to confuse the hell out of the reader, it’s really important to get it right, to play fair, to use the power of time travel wisely, and to have it all make sense in the end.

      The twelve stories in this collection are my attempt to do justice to the idea of time travel, to play fair with the plots, to entertain, and to, hopefully, illuminate.

      There is not just one type of time travel in these stories, there are many. Some are more sci-fi, some are more fantasy—”My Love’s Past” features a telepathic Corgi, so, yeah, that’s fantasy—and one, “With Light Years Between Us,” you could call hard science fiction given that the time travel involved is based on Einstein’s theory of special relativity.

      We’ve got causal loops in “The Travelers,” “My Love’s Past,” and a few others. One-way time travel into the past with “The Pearce Shootout” and “Butterfly in Training” (both of those feature the same protagonist and take place in the same fictional world). One-way into the future with “Jump in Time” and “Kelli Who Prays to Kali.” Choosing between two timelines in “Fold. Shift. Goodbye.” And even time travel where you can’t change anything, future or past, in “Goodbye Mrs. Hopkins.” And finally a brand-new story that insisted on coming out while I was putting this collection together with “Which Came First: The Chicken or the Time Traveling Egg?”

      As always, I’ll tell you a little bit about each story, after the story, so I don’t have to worry about spoiling anything.

      I think the title of this book “Finding Time” is appropriate. Time is the single most valuable thing to us mortal human beings. We only get so much of it and how we spend it is important. I spent some of mine writing these stories so I hope your precious time is well spent reading these stories.

      Robert J. McCarter

      Flagstaff, AZ

      April 2024
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            WITH LIGHT YEARS BETWEEN US

          

        

      

    

    
      The butterflies in Henry’s stomach went from a hearty protest to full on rioting the moment he saw Melody. She stood on the edge of the concourse, her brown eyes searching the crowd. She wore the blue uniform of an International Space Alliance (ISA) officer, and her curly black hair was pulled back into a ponytail.

      She looked… young, too young, and beautiful. She looked just the same as she had fifty-eight years ago when she had left for the mission to Gliese 667 C.

      He paused, gripping his cane, wanting to turn around, but she meant too much to him. His first love. His first wife. He brushed at his white hair, suddenly feeling self-conscious about something he was usually proud of.

      He stepped forward and walked resolutely towards her, his cane in hand, tapping on the concourse tile. When she saw him, she stared, her eyes wide and her jaw slack, her hand coming to her mouth.

      “Well, what did you expect?” Henry asked, a sour look on his wrinkled face, his hand brushing at his white hair again. “It’s not like we didn’t exchange vids the last year when your damn ship got close enough to make it reasonable. You knew what I looked like.”

      Melody’s nostrils flared as she took a breath and opened her mouth to speak. Her lips moved, but no words formed.

      Henry blinked as people flowed around them in the Denver Beanstalk Terminal. They ignored Melody in her ISA uniform, but many openly stared at the stooped form of Henry Fischer. He was dressed in an archaic way, in cotton-based shirt and pants in muted earth tones, which stood out among the bright tunics and leggings that were the norm. He gripped a gnarled wooden cane in his left hand, the only gray-haired person in sight.

      “I…” Melody began, her sad eyes continuing to look him over. “I’m… I’m so sorry.”

      Henry shrugged, wishing he could run and not sure exactly what she was sorry for.

      He saw a young girl pass close to him, staring with eyes wide. He needed a distraction, so he feinted a step towards her and laughed when she ran away, grabbing her mother. “Ha!” Henry called. “Respect your elders, missy.”

      “Why did you do that?” Melody asked, her hands clenched.

      He wasn’t going to tell her it was because of him being a nervous fool. He took a deep breath to say something rude, but stopped when he caught a whiff of her scent. It was a shock, so strange yet so familiar. Among the smells of the busy concourse, a jangle of food, perfumes, and sweat, her smell was just a whisper, a bit sweet and a bit musky. His brain struggled with what to do with it, a smell so old and yet so familiar, a smell with a complex web of emotions attached.

      He shook his head and sighed. “That one’s probably never seen a proper old man. Just the fake ones running around these days that pretend to be fifty when they’re a hundred-fifty, not a gray hair on their heads.” He looked at the retreating girl, who kept looking back, resisting the urge to shake his cane at her, not wanting to look too silly.

      “Henry.”

      “What?” he said, turning to face the tall, elegant woman, her dark skin smooth, looking ageless like all the other adults on the concourse.

      “This isn’t… this isn’t what I wanted after so long. I⁠—”

      He snorted, his nervousness twisting towards anger. “Were we to fall into each other’s arms and start kissing after fifty-eight years?”

      “No. I…”

      “Spit it out, Mrs. Fischer.” When she didn’t answer quickly, he pointed to her left hand and the simple gold band there, the butterflies gone and his heart beating hard. “Did you just put it on when you left your fancy ship and said goodbye to all your handsome explorers?”

      Her jaw bunched, and she took a breath before answering. “That’s not fair, Henry. I was gone for…” She trailed off. Henry knew she didn’t want to highlight the difference in how many years each had experienced since they parted.

      His eyes returned to hers, and he nodded. “Sorry. You are right. But it wasn’t fair of you to spend twenty-eight years gallivanting off to Gliese 667, taking your great lap around the galactic neighborhood, while us earthlings aged almost twice that.”

      “Jesus, Henry! You agreed to this. You know what this meant to me.”

      Henry exhaled, his shoulders slumping as he slowly nodded. “We were so young. How could we know…? Can we try this again?” he asked, smiling shyly.

      She nodded warily.

      Henry walked ten meters down the crowded concourse, stopped, took a deep breath, and tried to get his bitterness and anger under control. He walked back to Melody. “My God, darling,” he said, his voice less gruff, “you look fabulous. You do.” He took her hand and squeezed it and felt the anger mounting again. She was so young. He was so old. “Relativistic speeds and modern medicine have been so very kind to your complexion. I hope you’re ready to settle down, restart our marriage contract, and get to having our baby.”

      She pulled her hand away from him and crossed her arms.

      “My God, Melody!” he said loudly, unable to stop himself, his cheeks flushed and his breath coming fast. He raised his cane in the air, attracting stares. “You are so beautiful. I could do you right here and now. Get that uniform off, woman. I must have you!”

      Her jaw locked, she brushed past him and marched down the concourse without him.
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        * * *

      

      A half an hour later, after pacing the concourse and calming himself down, Henry found Melody sitting outside the terminal, her face to the sun, the cool breeze playing with her curly black hair.

      “I’m a little shit,” he said, slumping onto the bench next to her, taking in the view of the distant Rocky Mountains hunched on the horizon. The anger was gone, as were the butterflies—he just felt drained.

      “You could act your age, you know,” she said, not looking at him.

      He snorted. “I’m not going to do that. Ninety-three is a boring age. Besides, when did I ever act my age when I didn’t have to?”

      She took a deep breath and slowly let it out. “I missed clean air, real air. And the sun, I missed the sun.” She turned and looked at him, her brown eyes serious. “And I missed you too, Henry.”

      He nodded, feeling his face flush. He took her hand and smiled, breathing in her scent and welcoming it this time. “I missed you too. And you are beautiful. As beautiful as the day we met on Jupiter Station.”

      She looked at him, her eyes slowly scanning his face, tracing the lines there. “Why?” she asked.

      “The wrinkles?”

      She nodded.

      He took a deep breath and pursed his lips, his eyes distant. “I have no real objection to aging. The world is more afraid of death now than when we lasted eighty years instead of a hundred-twenty. I don’t know.” He shrugged and squeezed her hand again. “I just don’t want to look at a perfectly smooth face in the mirror the day I die. Doesn’t seem right.”

      She nodded and squeezed back. “But you’ve got decades left. Why?”

      He sighed, she still knew him, there was more to it. “I… I’m special this way. And…” He ended in a weak shrug.

      She nodded. “And the cane?”

      He grinned, leaped up, his stoop disappearing, and did an awkward tap dance in front of her, drawing more looks from the people walking from the terminal to the waiting cars. “I’m not stupid,” he said, shaking the cane in the air. “I got the nanites. A few years with arthritis and I said, bring them little anti-inflammatory machines on. The cane just completes the costume and makes it easy to mess with the kids.”

      Melody laughed, delicate wrinkles forming around her eyes as she stood and drew him into a hug. “I did miss you,” she whispered, his heart pounding and his nose filling with her sweet/sharp smell. He didn’t know how much he had missed it.

      He nodded. “Want to go home now?”

      “Yes.”

      The hug ended awkwardly, and Henry stood there staring at her. He appeared to be so old and she appeared to be so young. He didn’t know if he should kiss her, and surprisingly, he didn’t know if he wanted to kiss her.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s not much,” Henry said, pointing at the old brick house with his cane. “Spent the last decade gutting her and rebuilding her; two hundred years old, but good bones. It’s small, just two bedrooms, but there’s room for a garden in back.”

      Melody stood on the sidewalk, staring.

      The ride from the terminal had been awkwardly silent, the butterflies taking hold again in Henry’s stomach. The car that had brought them had just driven away.

      “Grass,” she whispered.

      “Hardy stuff, too. Barely needs a drop of water. Thought you might…”

      And then she was on the grass, her fingers digging into it, her face finding the sun again, a laugh escaping her. “I love it, Henry. I love it. Did you… did you do this for me? Knowing after all the years in space I would need some grass to sit on.”

      Henry leaned on his cane and smiled, but didn’t answer. He had, but for some reason he felt embarrassed about it.

      “Come,” she said, patting the grass next to her. “Come sit with me.”

      “Don’t you want to see the inside? I’ve been⁠—”

      “Henry. Please.”

      He nodded and walked over the lawn and sat down gracefully next to her. She leaned close and whispered, “Do you feel it?”

      He shrugged, her closeness stirring things in him again, long forgotten things.

      “The breeze, it’s cool, and the grass… it smells like… like the color green. And the sun, do you feel it radiating us with its warmth, like it’s feeding you and me in the same way it’s feeding the grass? Come on, Henry. Do you feel it?”

      He smiled and nodded, although he knew he didn’t feel it like she did. He hadn’t spent over twenty years on a spaceship and couldn’t imagine what that had been like. They were so different now. “What are we doing, Melody?” He stared at the grass and picked at it.

      She sniffed and took a deep breath. “We had an agreement,” she said.

      He nodded. “When we met, I was seven years older than you. I was twenty-six, working as a teacher on Jupiter Station; you were a tourist, all of nineteen. Remember how big that gap seemed then?”

      She nodded, stiffening next to him.

      “We were different people then, when you decided to join the mission to Gliese. It was ten years after our meeting, we were still silly in love, and time didn’t seem to hold sway over us.” He shook his head. “I’m thirty-seven years older than you now. What are we doing?”

      Henry remembered that young woman he met, with the curious brown eyes and the insatiable love of space. He remembered how he felt the first time he saw her eyes wide as she stared at Jupiter’s swirling storms far below. He remembered their passion as they traveled to the asteroid belt, to the moon, and finally landed on Earth to build a life before the need for space had taken her away.

      He opened his mouth to speak, but caught sight of a girl peeking out from behind the hedge that bordered his yard. “Young lady,” he said, getting up, his voice deep and serious. “What did I tell you about today? I can see you, Nina.”

      The girl, seven years of age, stepped from behind the hedge. “You told me I was to stay away and give my new Gran time to accli… acclimate.”

      Henry walked slowly over to her and, when he was close, reached out and grabbed her, lifting her up and twirling her around, Nina’s long blond hair flying. She laughed as Henry’s fingers found her ribs.

      He carried her over on his shoulder and then set her down in front of Melody. “Melody Fischer, may I present my granddaughter, Nina Powell. Nina, this is Melody, your new gran.”

      Nina slowly held out her hand and Melody stared. Henry had told her this part, sent her the vids and pictures, told her everything, but the reality was proving to be different than either of them expected.

      Melody took the girl’s hand in hers and shook it. “Glad to meet you, Nina.”

      Nina paused, licked her lips, and then asked, “What is Gliese 667 C like? How is the colony? Do you have any vids I can see that you took? A virt would be so much better. I’ve seen all the official documentation, but you know, they don’t give you a real look at it. Are the domes there really over two kilometers in diameter? Will the atmosphere ever be breathable? Where do you think⁠—”

      “Now, now, Nina,” Henry said, grabbing the girl and hoisting her into the air again. “You’ve got to give her some time to answer.” He looked at Melody. “This one wants to follow in your footsteps.”

      “Yes!” Nina said from Henry’s embrace. “Yes, please! I want to work for the ISA like you. I want to travel at over 90 percent the speed of light. I want to step onto another world. I want to⁠—”

      “You want to go home now,” Henry said, walking to the sidewalk and setting her down and pointing her in the direction she came. He looked back at Melody’s wide eyes. “We have to let her adjust some. She’s been in space a very long time and is still getting used to the feeling of the earth beneath her.”

      Nina nodded seriously at Henry and then gave Melody a bright wave before skipping down the sidewalk.

      Henry sighed and walked back onto the grass, sitting down next to Melody. “I guess we should talk about this. About my other family.”

      She nodded, biting her lip.
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        * * *

      

      The backyard was modest, with a round latticework table and two chairs sitting on a covered patio, more grass, and some raised beds that had no plants in them. Henry took her through the side gate, not ready to let her see the inside of the house yet.

      “For you,” he said to Melody, pointing to the planters. “No soil in there yet, I know you’ll want to prepare it yourself.” He paused. “Or maybe you’re sick of plants, a couple of decades working in hydroponics could do that. I just thought that maybe you’d like it.”

      Melody walked into the yard and sat on the grass with a sigh. Henry stood there, his arms crossed, staring at her, his stomach clenched like a fist. His body and mind were at war. His body recognized her, wanted to go sit next to her, breathe her in and devour her with his eyes, but his mind was holding on to anger. She had left. Physics had intervened, and fifty-eight years had passed for him and only twenty-eight for her. And what of it? Would twenty-eight years make this any better? Well, at least they would be closer in age then.

      “Oh,” he said, recovering from his reverie. “Here.” He took the bottle off the table and the two short glasses and walked over and sat down, putting the bottle and glasses between them.

      “The Glenlivet,” she said, a small smile playing on her lips. “I had completely forgotten about it. We bought that after our last dinner. Bought it for tonight.”

      Henry nodded and broke the seal. The bottle had sat on the hearth next to her portrait, a promise of her return. “The extra years won’t make it any better, but…” He shrugged and poured a little in each glass and handed her one. “Remember when we bought it?”

      She nodded, taking a small sip, her eyes widening. “Yeah. We ate Italian, we were living in Austin then, and you pulled me into a little liquor store on the walk home. You said we were going to need it when I got back.”

      “To homecomings,” he said, and they clinked glasses and sipped more.

      “So…” she offered. “You ready to talk?”

      “Let me finish my drink first,” he said, his voice sounding rough again. He had grieved Melody’s departure. He had moved on. And now she was back—which he knew would happen, and yet he wasn’t ready to have this conversation.

      “My second wife, her name is Fiona,” he said after he finished his scotch, but refrained from pouring more even though he wanted to. He felt the alcohol, warm in his stomach, relaxing him, but he didn’t want to take it too far. “We have one child, Elena, and she has one child, Nina, whom you just met. Our marriage contract was for thirty years. We didn’t renew.” He shrugged. “It was amicable. I see her all the time, we just… Well, you know all this.”

      She nodded, pouring the amber liquid in both of their glasses, pouring much more than Henry had. She took a swallow and said, “Yeah. But knowing and… and meeting your granddaughter, my—what is she?—step-granddaughter. Well…” She took another drink.

      “She wants you to be her gran more than anything.”

      Melody swirled the scotch in her glass and then asked, “You and Fiona. Did you only have one child because of… because of me?”

      “ZPG, you know, can’t have more than two kids. Before you left, we agreed to all this.” He took a big drink and sighed. “God, we were young.”

      She laughed, the sharp smell of the alcohol mixing with her musky scent. “Enough with that, Henry! No one is old enough to make the decision we made, and no one is old enough for this conversation.” She drained her glass, laughed, and then eyed his glass pointedly.

      “I’ll drink to that,” he said, throwing back the rest of his drink and then coughing hard and then laughing. They sat and drank and talked until the sun went down and the air got cold.
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        * * *

      

      “Holy shit…” Melody said when she stumbled into the living room. “Henry… what the hell?”

      Henry watched from the kitchen, peering through the entryway. Her eyes went from painting to painting to painting. Jupiter Station against the colorful swirls of the Great Red Spot, two young people staring out a window as they held hands. A painting of a thin arrow of a spaceship with a habitat ring and a shield glowing at the front. Its engines were alight with fire as it shot towards a galaxy in the distance. A man and a woman on top of a mountain, the wind tugging their hair, the land all around them. And a portrait of Melody in her dress whites, the tight curls of her black hair a halo around her head slowly transforming into a starfield.

      “Henry!” she said, stamping her foot, stumbling and then laughing. “Get in here. Now!”

      Henry walked in slowly, his head down, his heart pounding from the scotch, from Melody being back, and from her seeing this. He put all the paintings away this morning but got mad at himself and put them back out before going to get her.

      “When did you become such a romantic?” she asked.

      His shaggy eyebrows danced above his eyes as emotions played on his face: uncertainty, fear, curiosity. “I… I…” he began.

      “You can paint. These are good.” She went around the simple living room with its couch, two comfortable chairs, and prominent media wall. She stopped in front of the large canvases, lingering for a moment in front of all of them but the portrait. She ended in front of Henry. “When did you learn how to paint? These are oil paintings. That’s not easy.”

      He licked his lips and shrugged. “I started after Fiona and I ended. Fifteen years ago. I still teach history a bit, but…” He shrugged again. “I like this.”

      “You never told me.” Melody walked around the room again, her bare feet soft on the carpet, still wearing her uniform, but the tunic unbuttoned at the neck. She stopped in front of the fireplace and the large portrait of her. “And this?”

      Henry walked up next to her, breathing deeply, trying to ignore her scent. “I just… as your ship got closer, I wanted to feel you close, so…”

      She took his hand and he closed his eyes, remembering that enthusiastic young woman on Jupiter Station and the young man he had been, before marriages and a child and a grandchild and age had settled in on him.

      “Sometimes I feel like this,” he said, his eyes still closed as he swayed slightly.

      “What?” she whispered.

      “Sometimes I feel like I look. I feel old. Even if I had all the extension treatments and not just the ones that let me stay active, I think I would still feel old.” He opened his eyes and she was staring at him. “You’re still young. I don’t know that I’m the partner you need right now.” He let go of her hand and walked out the front door into the cool Colorado night.
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        * * *

      

      Henry slowly swung on the swing set at the playground down the street, the Milky Way a bright line of stars arching in the dark sky above. He didn’t speak when Melody walked down the street to the park, tossed him a jacket, and got in the swing next to his.

      He put the jacket on and they swung gently as the stars executed their imperceptibly slow dance above them.

      “You’ve been out there,” he whispered after some minutes. “So far away, with light years between us for so long. What can I offer you down here?”

      She sniffed and nodded. “Henry…”

      “No. You left me for the stars. Do you even want to stay?” She opened her mouth to speak, but he continued. “Don’t answer that. You’ve been on the ground ten minutes. You can’t know.”

      They swung a little more, and she said, “And, Henry, you can’t know if you want me to stay. Those paintings, they’re amazing, as was our time together. But… I can’t live up to what you’ve painted. I can’t be the woman you painted.”

      The thoughts whirled through his head of who they had been, who they were, what they wanted to be. His anger was gone, the butterflies had been drowned by the scotch, and he felt tired and wrung out.

      “I made up the master bedroom for you,” he said, getting up.

      She nodded and Henry walked over the park’s lawn and toward the street. She caught up to him and took his hand. This time, Henry was content to hold hands as they walked back home.
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        * * *

      

      “Real eggs, sunny-side up,” Melody said after Henry set the plate down in front of her. “And cantaloupe and toast and coffee. My God, Henry, this is perfect.”

      He had gotten up early and moved the iron latticework table onto the grass so Melody could enjoy breakfast in the open air. The sun wasn’t on the yard yet, but she had the sky above.

      He sat across from her and said, “Sorry for the theatrics at the terminal yesterday.”

      She shrugged, her long hair cascading down past her shoulders. Henry thought she looked odd in the normal synthetic tunics everyone wore these days. Hers was a deep purple and looked good on her. She ummed and ahhed over her first bite. “With this, all is forgiven.”

      Henry didn’t touch his food and just stared at her, sipping at his strong, black coffee. During the night, he had lain awake for hours thinking about those paintings and what she had said. He had awaited her return for too long. He had put too many expectations on her, and the haze of age had romanticized their younger years together. He had been too long alone waiting for her.

      When she was done with her plate, while she still chewed the last mouthful, she pointed at his plate with her fork. “If you don’t want that…”

      He smiled and handed it over. “But don’t touch my coffee, woman, not if you want things to remain civil.”

      She eyed him for a moment, making sure he wasn’t serious, and then smiled and started in on his plate.

      When she was done, he said, “I’ve been thinking…”

      Her eyebrow arched, but she didn’t say anything, taking a sip of her coffee.

      A smile played on his lips and he swallowed hard. “What if I catch the next ship to Gliese, go gallivanting twenty-two light years away, and you stay here. Get married. Start a family. And when I get back, we’ll both be the same age.”

      “You are a shit, you know that,” she said and threw her napkin at him.

      He held his hands up. “A joke. Just a joke.”

      She bit her lip and nodded. “But your point is well taken, Henry. We didn’t know what this would be like. We couldn’t.”

      “So… can we… you know…?” He sighed and his shoulders fell as his butterflies put on their riot gear.

      “One day at a time?” she asked, her voice gentle.

      He nodded. “I took the portrait of you down. I’m giving it to Nina. She’ll pee herself, she’ll be so happy.”

      They heard a muffled squeal from around the side of the house. Henry shook his head and stood up. “Over here, young lady,” he said sternly.

      Nina peeked around the edge of the house. “I still get the painting of Gran with the stars in her hair, right?”

      Henry smiled. “Yes.”

      Nina ran to the table, a wide smile on her young face. She looked at Melody. “And you’re going to be my gran, right?”

      Melody bit her lip, her eyes finding Henry’s.

      “Oh, no,” Nina said, folding her arms across her chest and rolling her eyes. “Adult stuff.” She shook her head. “Is it really that complicated? Because I don’t think it has to be.” She went to Henry, took him by the hand, and pulled him to Melody. She took Melody’s hand and pulled her up and then joined their hands and stood in front of them. “See. Just hold hands. The rest doesn’t matter so much. You just need to get to know each other.”

      Henry looked into the deep brown of Melody’s eyes, his face flush and his stomach tight. “You can have the master bedroom,” he said. “We can… you know… do things together. No rush. Just… see.”

      Melody smiled as tears formed in her eyes. She bit her lip and nodded.

      “Okay, Papa,” Nina said, separating their hands and looking at Melody. “Gran has to tell me all ‘bout Gliese 667 C now, right?”

      Melody looked at the blond-haired girl, paused, and then shook her head. “Do you really want to join the ISA?”

      Nina nodded enthusiastically.

      “Well then, you must learn to take orders and work as part of a team.”

      Nina’s eyes widened.

      “So today, we are going to do something together, all three of us.” She took Nina’s hand and smiled at Henry. “We’re going to build a garden. I’m going to start teaching you an important skill that got me into the ISA. And then, if you are an excellent helper, I will tell you a story, one story, but it’s a good one. Is that acceptable, Ensign Nina?”

      The girl nodded, her eyes wide.

      Henry smiled. He didn’t know what would happen, but for today, for right now, it felt like family.
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      This story received an honorable mention in the Writers of the Future contest.
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            KELLI WHO PRAYS TO KALI

          

        

      

    

    
      “Just a decade or two,” Kelli told me before she did her magic. “That will be enough. There will be a cure.” Her big blue eyes and tentative smile told another story. She kissed me, her sandalwood scent filling my nose, her lips still hungry after all these years.

      She stood back and raised her arms. Her hands stopped shaking as they formed mudras framed against her loose-fitting, tangerine-colored sari. The world—what I could see of it—went fuzzy and she disappeared, and I was left there alone, deep in a cave in the Rocky Mountains watching the years spin by on a monitor.

      Kelli prays to Hindu Goddess Kali. Kelli has azure blue eyes the color of Kali’s skin. Kelli sent me spinning forth in time with an oxygen tank at my feet—to keep the air breathable—and a longing in my heart that her desperate plan would work.
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        * * *

      

      I was twenty-five years old when I met Dr. Kelli Lata. She was a veterinarian famed for her surgical skills and her ability to clean the teeth of dogs that were allergic to anesthesia. Reilly was a hyperactive Doberman mix that wasn’t all that sensitive to anesthesia, I just couldn’t handle the twenty-four hours of pitiful groans while he recovered.

      I brought him to see Dr. Lata. She, most oddly, worked alone in a historic nineteenth-century home. It was a two-story Victorian with metal tile on the ceiling and wainscoting on the walls. On seeing her, I became a bumbling idiot. She had beautiful brown skin and piercing blue eyes, dressed in a traditional sari, she spoke with an English accent.

      She smiled, more with her eyes than her lips, told me she would take good care of Reilly, and gently guided him into the back. I had forgotten to tell her about his penicillin allergy—this one was real—and walked into the back room a few minutes later.

      And there was Reilly sitting on a gleaming metal table frozen like a statue, his mouth open. Above him was a painting of a four-armed warrior goddess—Kali. Reilly looked fuzzy, like he was out of focus. Dr. Lata was working away at his teeth with a little metal pick.

      The beautiful Dr. Lata slowly turned, a grim look on her face, and said, “I pray to Kali.” She nodded to the painting. “She lends me her power so I can do this work.”

      She was so calm. I was not. My heart beat out a Caribbean rhythm from fear for Reilly and from the closeness of this strange and beautiful creature.

      “Sit,” she said. “Watch. Your Reilly is fine.”

      I had just discovered her secret and yet she was as calm as if she were ordering breakfast. I sat and I watched as she carefully cleaned my boy’s teeth. Afterwards she chanted a prayer in Sanskrit as her hands danced through a series of mudras. Reilly came back, no longer out of focus, as fine and rambunctious as when I had handed him over.

      Then I knew. There could be no other woman in the world this amazing. This beautiful. This special.
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        * * *

      

      Kelli cast her eyes down and shook her head when I first asked her out. This was the day after she froze Reilly and cleaned his teeth. I brought flowers and chocolate. “I am sorry,” she mumbled.

      But I would not be swayed. Several times a week I would bring her gifts. Little things like a cupcake or coffee. I was working as a freelance writer, pounding out blog posts for people who put their names on what I wrote. And while that took a lot of time, it left me with some flexibility.

      I stopped asking her out after the first few times and just started showing up at that lovely Victorian house that sat in an older section of Colorado Springs. Sometimes I would bring Reilly. “Hi, we were just going for a walk, would you like to join us?” Or “First Friday art walk, have you ever gone?” Each time she would demurely tell me no or make an excuse.

      After a month of attempts, I was frustrated and asked her why. “My life is given to Kali,” she said, so I went away and started studying the Hindu goddess of power or “shakti,” the fierce warrior goddess of time and death. Kali who was created before light itself and exists beyond time. Kali with skin as blue as Kelli’s eyes.

      It wasn’t any one thing that won my Kelli over. It was that I never gave up. Slowly we became friends and then we became lovers and then we were married.

      And my Kelli was not just a beautiful, demure veterinarian from England of Indian descent. She had the temper of Kali. She had the insecurity of a human. She could be impatient and brusque… And I loved everything about her.
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        * * *

      

      Our lives together flew by, the decades passing in what seemed like a blink of an eye. We loved and fought and made up. We lived in that old Victorian, most of the space going to her veterinarian practice. I began greeting patients and running the front of the house. We would sneak away to mountain trails on the weekends and soak up the calm of nature.

      Not long after we became lovers, I asked her to freeze me. She told me no, of course, but I persisted. She was angry when she did it, her blue eyes like a stormy sea. “Very well,” she snapped, her hands forming mudras and my world stopping.

      My mouth was open in mid-sentence and she was suddenly gone, my view of our kitchen suddenly looking out of focus, the colors smearing to the left like water color done with too wet a brush. Every once in a while I would see a flash of blurry orange about a head shorter than me. Dishes stacked up in the sink, and then it was dark. And then it was light. And then that blurry orange came back and resolved into the form of my Kelli.

      “There. I have misused my gift,” she said, her arms crossed. “Are you happy?”

      “How… how long?” I felt a bit dizzy, but otherwise perfectly normal.

      “A day. I would have left you longer, but best you don’t run out of oxygen.” She ended with a smile and then was in my arms. It was just a few minutes to me, but a day in the world had passed. What was this creature that I had in my life?
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        * * *

      

      My forty-eighth birthday gift was stage IV metastatic lung cancer. It had metastasized and I didn’t have long. I had been feeling poorly, but had attributed that to being solidly middle-aged. We went to doctors, got second opinions, and the consensus was clear. They could extend my life with chemo, but not for long.

      Kelli took it hard—her mood was a dark storm cloud for months. She locked herself in the bedroom. She drove away for most of a day and wouldn’t say where she had gone. She prayed to Kali even more than usual. And then one day she woke with a smile. “We will live, my love, until we don’t.”

      She shut the office down and we played. We went on that long talked about Caribbean vacation. I had some bad days, but some good days too. We ate decadent meals and drank expensive wine. And on really good days we hiked.

      Our last hike wasn’t long, just a mile out up into the foothills of the Rocky Mountains not far from our Colorado Springs home. She told me there was something she wanted me to see. She hiked me up to a deep cave that had some camping gear in it and other strange things. A couple of oxygen tanks, an LCD monitor mounted on the wall, a battery sitting below it, and wires snaking out of the cave to some solar cells.

      “What is this?” I think part of me understood but I couldn’t speak it yet. This was what she had been doing when she drove off. This is what she had been planning.

      “I cannot be witness to…” she began, her blue eyes moist, her face hard. “I will not…” She was in my arms then and held me, her body shaking. I hugged her hard and then we talked. She was not going to watch me die, she was going to freeze me, misuse her powers again, and hope a cure came soon.

      We stayed in that cave for three days, waiting until I had a “good day.” She said that was important. And when the day came she rigged the oxygen tanks and froze me.
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        * * *

      

      After she left, the cave was dark but for the LCD monitor which displayed the year. The numbers flicked by like random thoughts. 2015… 2016… 2017… A year passed in a minute and then the display said 2038. I had had half an hour to think about what she had done, to worry, to fret, to regret.

      I didn’t want to die, but I didn’t want to live without her, either.

      And then she was there, my Kelli who prays to Kali, dressed in orange, but so different. She was grey and stooped, her face wrinkled like a prune. And she was in my arms smelling of sandalwood but also of something sour and dank.

      She shook as she held me. My heart fluttered like a butterfly. I would have asked her if a cure had been found, but I knew the answer. She had changed, so very much, but she was still my Kelli. I smiled at her and told her that we could live our last days together. The words flow out of me like poetry, like the Rumi love poems I used to read her. My love. My devotion. My desire.

      She shook her head and stepped back. “I will not… I cannot…” Her arthritic hands formed mudras. “Say hello to Kali for me,” she whispered.

      Before I could say anything she was gone and the years on that LCD flicked by so fast I could not read them. And then the LCD failed and I was alone in the dark hurtling through time.
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        * * *

      

      Kelli is dead. That was my first thought when the LCD went dark. So much time had passed, she had to be dead. What of the world outside my time bubble? What of me?

      As I grieved her, a strobing, bright light filled my world as the cave eroded around me, the Earth, what I could see of it, a barren brown plane. How much time had passed? Ten thousand years? A million years? The scenery looked how I felt, wasted and barren. Everything I had loved was gone. My Kelli was gone. And then in a blinding flash, the earth was gone, and I was lost among the stars as they wheeled around me, streaks of light seen through that bubble that separated the flow of the universe’s time from the flow of my time. Streaks of light that dripped to the left of me, growing farther apart as the universe expanded. And then a hulking darkness began eating up the light, pulling me and everything else into it. A black hole.

      Just before I descended into its embrace, the stars, for a moment, looked blue. Azure blue. The blue of Kelli’s eyes. The blue of Kali.

      Some trick of the light, maybe. But I knew that the black hole that was about to eat me was Kali, the goddess of time and death. Created before light itself.

      I smiled. I had found Kali. I would die now. I would be with my Kelli.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BACKSTORY—KELLI WHO PRAYS TO KALI

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Genre: Fantasy

        Type of Time Travel: Forward only

        Nature of Time Travel: Slowing time for the protagonist so time is passing quickly relative to him

      

      

      If you have read much of my writing, you know that grief is a frequent topic. For a bunch of reasons, actually.

      I’m old enough now to realize that grief is absolutely unavoidable (like death and taxes) and is an absolute essential part to the human experience. It is also fascinating what we will do because of our grief or to avoid it.

      Mix love into the pot with anticipated grief and power and well… you get a story like this.

      The other thing I was having fun with was the imagery of time flowing so fast that the seemingly permanent is suddenly revealed as it actually is, impermanent.
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      I can’t make this make sense to you. I can’t. It is silly to try. Stuffing a reality we perceive but a small percentage of into word boxes that fit worse than a round peg in a square hole is ridiculous. But life is ridiculous, is it not? So, I shall attempt the ridiculous and don’t go blaming the result on me. Tales of magic watches and time travel bend credulity to the breaking point, but so does this “stranger fact than fiction” world we live in.

      Nazis and world wars. D-Day and 150,000 troops landing in Normandy and humans dying by the hundreds of thousands. A cause for sure. Worth dying for? Of course. What strains credulity about this era I was living in is the insanity of those that would think that all others should bow to their view of life, of humans that count and humans that don’t count. Power and politics and other useless things mixed in with a country given permission to hate and kill, luring the world to take sides and try to destroy each other. That is the true round peg being crammed into the square hole.

      And never you mind that most say it is the square that can’t go into the round. I detest square. I feel more round, so I shall say it the way I damn well want to say it. And truth be told, for one should attempt truth when cramming reality into limited
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