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To all the members of Monty Python, who gave me a religious experience when I was thirteen and saw Holy Grail for the first time.
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Unk woke up entangled in the arms and legs of a sexy brunette, a blonde, and a buff man he was pretty sure was named Bruno. While he remembered the names of the two women, Sasha and Tasha, he had completely forgotten how the other man joined last night’s encounter. The guy must have been his rideshare driver or food delivery man.

Sasha's, Tasha's and Unk’s minds had been fogged in a love-induced haze by the time Bruno, or Buck, or whatever his name was, got involved and was invited into the tangle of heaving bodies. Barry, maybe that was it. No, it couldn’t have been. “Barry” reminded Unk of Barry Bison, Pete’s former archnemesis turned business partner in the time-traveling-for-restaurant-menu-items enterprise.

Unk had gotten out of the restauranting business when he realized that his talents as a Neanderthal were so much better suited for the silver screen after he auditioned for a part in an Encino Man remake. He was the only Neanderthal in existence because humans had either killed or bred out of his race (he preferred to think it was the latter). So, he got the part, and had been riding the Hollywood gravy train ever since.

Since there was a robust film industry in New Mexico, he didn’t even have to leave his home for most of the movies, and still hung out with Pete and Alice, Misako and Clara whenever he got a chance. However, Pete had to put them in a private room at his restaurant. It was hard for Unk to leave the house anymore without people recognizing him.

While his love life had been a series of semi-serious girlfriends, hookups, and orgies, he always made time for his time-traveling friends. Everyone else seemed only to be interested in him because of his career in the movies and TV. In addition to the Encino Man remake that started it all, he had been in two hit Netflix series, was a main character in a limited series on Amazon Prime, and even had some roles on Paramount+.

He decided to dial up Pete and see if he wanted to play some video games, but was soon informed that Pete’s daycare had been closed for the last week, and since the guy was the proud father of a four-year-old, Pete couldn’t do anything because his immediate job was to “keep the kid alive. Four-year-olds stick their fingers into light sockets and shit like that.”

“Language,” Unk had heard Alice say over the phone.

“Sorry. Crap like that,” Pete had finished.

While Unk loved Misako and Clara, they weren’t fun for video games. Clara didn’t play them, and Misako was a robot, so she was way too good at them. His bot friend could speedrun any game, out of the box, so it wasn’t much fun for Unk playing with her. If Misako was his opponent, he’d never win, and if she was his ally, they crushed their opponents so thoroughly that it felt more like a job than a game.

While his companions from last night were pretty good for the fleeting pleasure of what the last moments on Earth had possibly been like for his ancestors, he didn’t want to get to know any of them better, much less invite them to play video games. He had made the mistake of inviting a girl to play video games with him in Pete’s restaurant, and it ended with a burrito flying through the lobby aimed for his head. Luckily or unluckily, depending on how one remembered the incident, Unk was agile enough to dodge the oblong projectile, but not quick enough to save the Mayor of Albuquerque, who was standing behind him at the time.

Long term relationships weren’t Unk’s thing, and kids were even less Unk’s thing. He couldn’t imagine wiping butts or whatever it is that Pete did all day.

Unk was happy, hooking up with strangers, being invited to all the parties in Albuquerque, and getting money from companies to post a picture of himself on social media wearing a free outfit that they gave him. He pretty much did what he wanted. Except video games.

He didn’t like single player that much, and it had always been an excuse to hang out with his best buddy, Pete. But, ever since Pete had become a father, Unk saw less and less of him. Sure, they still met up at the restaurant occasionally. Maybe do something that Misako had cooked up, like trivia night or something, but the days of having nothing to do but play games with Pete seemed to have come and gone.

That made Unk sad, and he didn’t know what to do about it. Now that Pete was a husband and a father, he didn’t have the luxury to play video games all day. Even when they had found time, Pete was always being interrupted for one thing or other. Alternate timeline Pete still worked the restaurant, and had created a life for himself outside of the time-traveling gang.

It wasn’t that Unk or others had any ill will towards the other Pete, it was just friends drifting away, as they do when life pulls them in another direction. Alternate timeline Pete was their Pete in every sense, the only difference was that Unk’s Pete had died in a nuclear holocaust and was reconstructed 1000 years in the future by religious zealots when they found DNA splattered on the Statue of David. However, once they fixed the timeline so that Pete was never blown up in a nuclear war, the alternative timeline Pete came home from Europe unaware that there was another Pete.

Luckily, the restaurant was doing well, and they were able to cut both Petes in as part owners of the business. It also worked out well because alternate timeline Pete didn’t want to go on time travel adventures anymore and preferred working in the restaurant. Despite the only differences between the Petes being their memories, it had been long enough that alternative timeline Pete had built an entire life, a friends network, and even found a lover, through the restaurant.

Hanging out with alternate timeline Pete would be like hanging out with Pete’s twin brother that they didn’t keep in touch with anymore except during big social occasions. Even the existence of two Petes didn’t change the fact that Unk’s best friend was moving on with his life, and Unk didn’t want him to move on.

Unk understood why celebrities would have an entourage of all their best mates. It was the only way to stop them from having a life of their own. However, Unk couldn’t do that to Pete. The man was sleep deprived and always on duty as the father of a small child, but had never been happier in his life. Which left a Pete-sized hole in Unk’s heart, and even with the boys' night out they would do every so often, he still felt his friend drifting away.
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Pete knelt on the floor scrubbing shit out of the carpet. Between Lion the cat, who was getting up in years, and his small child, whose potty training was more on par with an Olympic sport, Pete was no stranger to deep carpet cleaning. He was involved with cleaning the mess when there was a knock at the door.

It wasn’t really a knock, but more of a frantic banging. Since Alice was at her day job, even though his restaurant made more than enough money for them both, he was the one left with taking care of Alice Junior, his lovely daughter of four years.

She was transfixed by a creepy, uncanny valley animation of domestic scenes on the TV while childhood classic songs blared in the soundtrack. She wore a pink tutu and a tiny Metallica t-shirt that her Uncle Unk got her for her birthday. Since both Pete and Alice were metalheads, they gave her an early education in all things Heavy Metal, yet somehow, the kid still only wanted to listen to the same song about sharks or twirling around the room.

The banging got louder, and Pete grumbled, “Alright, alright.”

He packed up the chemical cleaner and stuffed it in a babyproof cabinet, though little Alice Junior was taking better directions these days, and wasn’t in as much danger from all the hazards locked away in the house. The fact that she could follow simple instructions made it easier, and he didn’t have to watch her every second of every day.

He glanced at her again, and she was still standing nose up to the TV watching the creepy but kinda hot mom sway back and forth like she was in a drug-induced haze at a 1960s music festival. He told Alice Junior that he was going to see who was at the door and that he’d be back, and the girl didn’t even acknowledge him as she was mesmerized by the TV.

Pete trekked over to the door. He had lost a lot of weight and was considerably more buff than when he had first time-traveled back in the day. The journey from the living room to the front door would have winded him before. However, since having a hit restaurant that Barry Bison and an alternate version of himself loved running, he actually had time to work out.

Having sex with his wife, Alice, was even more incentive to stay buff and keep working out. She was hot, and Pete enjoyed having sex with her. The banging interrupted his thoughts, and he muttered something about the person at the door not getting bent out of shape.

Despite the peephole and the doorbell camera that he had on his new pad in an expensive neighborhood near the Albuquerque zoo, he swung the door open. Even though he had been almost killed on several occasions by not being a very cautious person, he didn’t think that a person banging on his door would be bad news, but just an annoyance.

However, staring at him was the worst news. At the doorway was a Ziggy Stardust look-alike complete with red hair and lightning bolt. The man behind the makeup was a person Pete knew to be Zeb, but he was from a timeline that was completely inaccessible to Pete because they had fixed the deviation to the tree of time that had created Zeb and his 1000-year-in-the-future Dave/David-worshiping religion in the first place.

Pete wasn’t all that smart with time travel paradoxes, like the one that created another him who was identical in every way except didn’t like time traveling anymore and preferred working in the restaurant. Misako had explained to Pete that time was more like a tree and even if they changed history in one branch, that branch would still exist, but they would just be on a different one.

Basically, the way Misako explained it was that if a person went back and killed their grandparents, they would just travel to a future where they were never born, so it would be hard to get a Social Security number. The branch where their grandparents were still alive was on another part of the tree somewhere, but the time traveler would just be stuck on the branch with the choices they made.

What that meant is that even if Zeb had discovered time travel, he wouldn’t have been able to travel back to this moment. Their branches on the tree of time had split when Pete and crew stopped a computer hacker from wiping out everything that wasn’t about Dave or David. The only way Zeb would be here now would be if Zeb had gone back and stopped them from stopping the hacker, but that would have just created another branch with another Pete. It was enough to make Pete’s head explode.

Maybe heads exploding would be a much easier way to deal with time travel paradoxes than all these Petes out there. He couldn’t even imagine what all the other Petes would be doing. Hopefully, he was the buff Pete, because it would be pretty cool to be the buff Pete.

They had even met a bunch of alternate Misakos and Claras, and evil Clara had tried to kill all the good Claras and reprogram the Misakos into a killer robot army. Hopefully he wasn’t that Pete, evil Pete. He didn’t want to kill alternate versions of himself, but if their heads started exploding–

“Pete,” Zeb said. “Your mind is wandering again...”

“Sorry, I was thinking about a bunch of Pete heads exploding,” Pete admitted.

“Daddy,” his daughter said, pulling on his shirt. She had wandered from the living room with a wand she was now waving around. “Can I have a snack?”

“Sure, honey,” he said, and motioned for Zeb to come in. Hopefully, this wasn’t evil Zeb. If so, it was too late, the man was already following them to the kitchen.

Once they arrived, Pete fished a yogurt squeeze from the fridge, and tore it open for his daughter. He thought about the various kitchen implements he could use as a weapon if the David Bowie look-alike turned out to be a serial killer. Alice Junior grabbed the squeeze and trotted off to the living room.

“She’s lovely,” Zeb said, and sat on a bar stool in a set of four that was on one side of the kitchen island. Considering the guy hadn’t tried to kill him yet, Pete was pretty sure it was the same Zeb he knew from the alternate future where he had died in an apocalypse and the guy weirdly brought him back to life 1000 years in the future. 

Pete wasn’t sure if the holy man drank or not, but offered him a beer from the fridge anyway. The man declined, and Pete grabbed one for himself. He cracked it open, and it hissed. He sat next to Zeb where he could see his daughter in the living room prancing to the beat of the song while waving a glittery star-tipped wand.

Pete took a sip and said, “Where’s Abner?”

“He was on a Church of Dave/David retreat,” Zeb said with a frantic look in his eye. “We are all one Church now. You don’t have to pick a Dave or a David now, blessed be his name. You can worship any holy icon you want. I’ve really been getting into the hymns of David Bowie lately.”

“I can see that.”

“I’ve been promoted to the head Bishop of Bowie studies. We have you to thank. We are in a new era of peace and harmony in my timeline. Truly Pete, thank you.”

“That’s pretty cool,” Pete said. “I didn't know I ushered in new eras or anything before.”

“However, there is something happening to the timelines. Talking cassowaries in black suits working under the orders of a President Chirp showed up and tried to kill the Holiest of Holies.”

“President Chirp? I thought his head exploded?” Pete said. President Chirp was a social-media-addicted steamer duck President in an alternate timeline where flightless birds were the dominant species on the planet. Unk had taken away the bird’s phone, and the critter’s head exploded when it couldn’t post.

“I’m not sure about that, but the cassowaries were calling their leader President Chirp Junior.”

“Oh, that’s bad. That means we didn’t stop the populist sentiment that elects autocratic dictators into positions of power, forever destroying any hope of a democracy and rule by the will of the people,” Pete said. “I also don’t know what I just said. But it sounds smart, and Misako said it, and she knows what she's talking about, so I just say it too when I don’t really know what to say. Like there was this one time at a fast food place...”

***
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PETE NERVOUSLY HELD up the line at Blake’s, and glanced back at the irritated people behind him. The clerk was annoyed and said again, “Would you like to LOTA size that?”

“Um... we didn’t stop the populist sentiment that elects autocratic dictators into positions of power, forever destroying any hope of a democracy and rule by the will of the people,” Pete said, and ran away.

***
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“CLEARLY,” ZEB CONTINUED. “I was able to get the Holiest of Holies to safety, but a cassowary tackled me. They put a hood over my head, and were escorting me to an undisclosed location when I heard a noise. We were all sucked into a portal and were dumped out on a busy street called Central. I used the confusion to slip away.”

“Yeah, there’s a lot of weirdos on Central. I don’t think anyone would have noticed.”

“Yeah, someone honked at the steamer duck and his cassowaries, and called them a name I’d rather not repeat.”

“Bird brain?”

“A few more expletives than that.”

“Fu–”

“So, anyway,” Zeb said, drawing out the 'anyway', “I saw your restaurant and a Barry Bison sent me to you.”

“Yeah, that guy was my archnemesis, but has since turned into my business partner,” Pete said.

“Why did you just say that?” Zeb asked. “You already know that, and it’s not really an important detail to my story. And didn’t the prose already mention it earlier?”

“I’m just reminding them again of past events because it might become important later,” Pete said.

“To whom?”

“You know...them,” Pete nods.

They both look at YOU, then return to their conversation.

Zeb continued his story. “So that’s why I’m here.”

“This is pretty much out of my league, but I do know a physicist at UNM who is pretty smart.”

“Ooh, are we going to get a fast cutaway where we are all at Clara’s office at UNM discussing the end of space-time itself?”

“I dunno,” Pete said. “A lot of time has passed since the last book, so I think we are going to need some establishing text to see what Clara’s been doing. And since we are switching POVs, it will probably start in a new chapter.”

“Why’d we just say that?”

“You know...them.”

They both look at YOU.
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Clara woke next to a hot blonde Swedish model type that originally was designed after a bubbly Japanese anime lawyer. While the person inside was her Misako, the exterior package had changed, which still seemed strange. When Clara and this new Misako had attempted to make love for the first time, which was shortly after the epilogue of the last Time Burrito novel in that space where characters mate like rabbits or do whatever else they do after narrowly avoiding death, Clara had the sensation that she was cheating on her wife, despite that fact that it was her wife with a new robot body. They instead spent the night watching Netflix.

They tried a couple more times, but even though Clara believed it was the person inside and not the package they came in that mattered, her idealism collided with reality and it wasn’t quite what she imagined. They tried lots of ways to make it work – toys, therapy, but Clara couldn’t get over the sensation that the Misako she loved was gone, even though she was right beside her in another body. 

When Misako first got the new body, and making love was awkward at best, she had tried to comfort Clara with Doctor Who analogies.

“Think of me like the Doctor,” Misako has said. “I have many different faces, but am the same person on the inside.”

“Please, no Doctor Who analogies,” Clara had said. Being a time traveler, and bearing a resemblance to a character by the same name from the hit TV series, it was already too easy for people to crack jokes at her expense. However, she was nothing like the fictional Clara. If anything, being a scientist, she was more like the Doctor than the fictional namesake companion. “Besides, the Doctor got a new traveling companion practically every time he got a new face. Is that what this is? You’re going off to find another woman?”

“The probability of finding another woman with your attractiveness, intelligence, and features that I desire is 0.000–”

“I was joking. It was a joke.”

While Misako had become somewhat better in her artificial intelligence brain at grasping the nuances of humor, she still struggled with it and literalism. Sometimes, if Clara wasn’t explicit with her and gave specific details, Misako would completely miss what Clara was really trying to say. For example, when Clara had expressed the desire to hangout in their PJs and stay in bed all day, Misako had misconstrued the meaning to infer that Clara didn’t want to eat and rigged a toilet to the side of their bed so she would not have to get up to use the restroom.

Then there was the time Clara had suggested sunbathing and Misako went on to engineer a space suit capable of surviving the surface temperatures of the sun. Clara also couldn’t forget the time when Misako attempted to build a bed and breakfast made entirely of wind tunnels.

Despite the eccentricities of her robot companion, Clara tried to love her regardless of what form she came in, at least so long as she was in female form. Thankfully, the metal god male one didn’t survive. She just couldn’t go there with a man. While a lot of her friends could follow their hearts regardless of gender identity, Clara just couldn’t do that. She loved women, one woman in particular, and that woman was still there. They would caress, have the same deep conversations they had before and do all the simple things that lovers do, but it was off. So much so that Clara couldn’t help but think it was something wrong with her, and had just sort of stayed quiet over the years. Some couples had sex. Some watched Netflix. She supposed there was nothing wrong with it.

Misako's eyes popped open and she sat up. 7 AM. Like clockwork, Misako's recharge schedule was fixed. There was no sleeping in or waking up early. She could have charged more quickly than the eight hours, but took her time since Clara had to sleep anyway. Misako didn’t bother using anything more than a USB cord hooked into their bedside lamp.

Even then, her “sleep” was only going from about 90% to 99% every night. Misako was designed to do continuous filming of lawyer drama shows with real criminal justice cases. Since her original timeline had her defending and prosecuting people in the criminal justice system, there was 24-hours a day need for her services, which were streamed live. Her charging ports only took five minutes every week or so.

It was a grueling existence before Clara had met her, though Misako hadn’t thought so. She hadn’t known anything else before Clara and her crew showed up. It wasn’t until Clara had put notions into her head like making her own choices that Misako had wanted to experience everything.

For a while, Misako’s zest for her newfound life had worn Clara down, but they had found a happy middle ground. They would go out and fill Misako’s extroverted needs, as well as stay in and read, watch TV, or just sit in the backyard. Sometimes, Misako even went out on her own, which was fine with Clara. Being with people exhausted her, and energized Misako, so they needed to find the middle ground.

Most of their time travel had been on vacations rather than saving the world. Ever since evil Clara had almost wiped her from the tree of time, they had been very careful not to contaminate the timeline. They followed a strict set of rules to prevent altering time. Alice and Pete did the same. Sometimes the four of them would travel together. Other times it was just them.

The only one of the group who didn’t time travel much anymore was Unk. He had grown apart from the group ever since his movie and television deals. Unk still hung out every so often, but it was less and less, and he almost never accepted an invitation for a week visiting the dinosaurs, or a trip to the future to play on a holodeck. He was always filming or socializing with the Hollywood elites.

Yet, Clara couldn’t get past the feeling that something was wrong with their friend. He should be happy. The guy had gone from killing squirrels to survive to being the hottest name on television, but he didn’t prank like he used to. Unk used to pull pranks whenever he could, mostly on Pete. From small ones like switching salt and sugar to more elaborate ones that involved several tons of water and a beluga whale, Unk never seemed to back down from a prank.

However, to everyone’s surprise, when he was offered the host gig in a streaming prank show, he had turned it down, claiming that he was too busy with other shows. Clara had known for a fact that he wasn’t busy at all because during the summertime was when they did most of their get-togethers. Clara was not teaching during the summer and had timed most of her experiments to happen when she was in school.

Summertime was when the gang would maybe go watch the pyramids being built in ancient Egypt, which were accomplished by humans. Clara could never understand why anyone would think just because they couldn’t do it themselves that it must have been aliens. Humans were resourceful and smart. Time travel had just reinforced that idea because time and time again, Clara had witnessed people doing remarkable things even if they were not in a very remarkable era.

“Would you like breakfast?” Misako asked, pulling Clara out of her head. Misako didn’t need to eat, but she enjoyed doing it and could break down the food for her fuel cells. Misako could run forever if she had enough to eat. She even had solar cells. There was a very good chance that Misako would be the last person on Earth one day, a thought that neither of them wanted to dwell on for too long.

“That would be lovely,” Clara said, as she rose and kissed her on the cheek. Misako hopped out of the bed and made her way to the kitchen. Clara flopped back down and reached for her phone, charging on the end table by the bed. With a robot wife, Clara almost didn’t need a phone. Anything on the internet was accessible to Misako’s brain, and even if there wasn’t Wi-Fi, Misako had quite a bit of storage, as she had certain websites and books downloaded into her database in case they encountered time travel rewriting of history.

Clara never thought she would need a guide for how history is supposed to go, but when a man changing the word 'Buffalo' to the word 'Bison' for the popular pub snack could have a profound impact on the timeline, they needed to know all the details of history at a moment’s notice.

She checked her work email despite it being summertime and there likely wouldn’t be anything besides updates from the administration or newsletters from the various professional organizations she was a part of. There were no new messages, even from the obligatory student who attempted to dispute their failing grade despite never showing up to class.

She switched over to an interior decorating game that she had played off and on for years. She’d design a living room, bedroom, sun porch or something, and people would vote. She’d vote on others, and sometimes play other games to get in-game currency to buy better furniture. Clara was paid well enough to just buy the in-game currency, but she didn’t like buying something so fleeting, even eBooks she could read again later. Once the diamonds were spent, they were gone.

She was halfway through decorating yet another room when her phone dinged. It was a message from Clara 543k, the evil and genocidal version of herself. Clara still didn’t know how to feel about that. There was a version of herself somewhere on the tree of time who was murderous and dangerous. She wanted to believe that regardless of circumstances in life, she would make the same choices, that there was a fundamental part of herself that was her, regardless of the timeline, but time travel had taught her otherwise.

She realized there were different hers out there, who each thought they were the fundamental Clara. Whether it was a small, almost imperceptible difference in her epigenetic code, or simply the circumstances of her upbringing, each Clara was different. Clara could at least take solace that it had taken 543k versions of her to find the evil one.

The message read, “You are in danger, and sorry, really, I mean it. I’ve had a lot of time to think. Like A LOT of time, and I’m sorry.”

The last part was true. Clara 543k was stuck in a void outside of time where everything stayed perpetually the same. People didn’t age, grow hungry, or even need to go to the bathroom. Everything stopped, except consciousness, and with awareness also came the ability to move. It would have been a maddening torture if it wasn’t for the fact that her Misako, Misako 543k, was stuck there with her.

With Misako, they would have companionship and a robot with a projector to keep themselves entertained. The only rub was if they ever left, Misako would die. She was at dangerously low battery, and if a Misako unit was ever drained completely of their battery, their consciousness would be extinguished, too. Sure, a bot could be charged and rebooted after the battery was drained, but it would be like having a factory fresh model.

If either Clara ever lost charge on their robot, they would lose the one person that made life worth living. Thus evil Clara was in the prison of her own making, unable to leave because of the love of her life being seconds away from death. However, that must not have stopped them from finding a way to communicate. 

Considering that the device used to punch through reality to get to the void required a Misako amount of power to operate, Clara pondered how Clara 543k got the message through to begin with. Not to mention why she didn’t elaborate on what kind of danger they were in. If 543k only had a limited amount of information to send through, Clara would have appreciated more details over the apology.

Clara shot off a request for more information, when another message came through on an unknown number that said, “Duck.”

Clara rolled out of bed onto the floor just as a shot rang out and hit the pillow where her head had been. She army crawled to the door where Misako came in with a plate of pancakes, orange juice and coffee. Another shot exploded through the pancakes and hit Misako in the chest. She looked down at the hole in her breakfast and could see where the round had gone through her shimmering silk top and lodged itself in her chest. While she wasn’t impervious to bullets, it would take a lot more to put her down than a normal human.

Misako flipped the tray to defend Clara as she shimmied her way out of the room, and glanced up at the broken window. Her eyes glowed, which indicated that Misako was using one of the upgrades she had installed from a workshop in their basement where she had been experimenting with making new parts for herself.

More bullets came through the window but were deflected by the tray, which was much sturdier than it looked. Once they were in the hall and out of view of the window, Misako said, “It seems Juice Box has come back to kill us.”

Juice Box, or JB, was one of Clara 543k’s lackeys, named by his older brother, who was three at the time. He was from a dystopian version of Albuquerque, so the man was an opportunist hardened by the society where he grew up. They thought they had stranded him back in time where he wouldn’t harm anyone, but he must have found his way back. 

After an unfortunate time loop where all the Claras’ timelines converged, there was no telling how many Claras, and hence time machines, were still out there. Misako had fashioned each of their group a time travel smart watch rather than the old football-sized device they had used in the past. It seemed better for each of them to have a time machine of their own in case they were separated, but now Clara wondered if that was a wise idea.

Maybe Alice and Pete had wandered to the past, not knowing JB was back there, and he had gotten the jump on them. Or perhaps it was just another Clara who survived the Clara apocalypse and unwittingly stumbled upon JB, unaware that he was a killer with it out for Clara. Another question floated to her mind. Was 543k really trying to warn her, or was she connected to this somehow? 

Unfortunately, both their time travel watches were on the nightstand within the firing range of the sniper. There wouldn’t be any jumping through time to escape the ambush. Even if they had the watches, they could only go forward. Looping back in personal timelines was dangerous. Evil Clara was a product of an infinite time loop created by going back on her own timeline.

In order to make sure there wasn’t even the remotest possibility of again intersecting an infinite number of timelines, they intended to never go back on their personal timelines ever again, but if for some crucial reason they did so, to stay out of the events. Even if they could save their own lives by intercepting JB before he became a threat. It was better to die than to disrupt reality.

However, Clara had no intention of dying today.

“Out the back,” Clara said, and they ran through the house towards the back door. It was a large sliding door with floor-to-ceiling windows. Standing just outside the threshold was another Clara, but it wasn’t one they had ever seen before during their looping time adventure. It was Clara with a cyborg’s skeleton on half her body. The human half was definitely her, but scarred both externally and internally, judging from the hard expression.

Cyborg Clara punched through the glass, and it shattered. She marched forward, grabbed Clara by the throat, and lifted her off the ground. Misako was ready to charge when a voice came from the backyard, and its owner stepped through the threshold of the shattered window.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” the owner of the voice said. She was Misako, not the new blonde version, but rather the anime one like when they had first met, wearing a button-up white shirt and plaid skirt with her hair in pigtails. However, there was something different about her. Clara couldn’t exactly figure it out.

The hand around Clara’s neck wasn’t squeezing quite hard enough to cut off her airway, but it was hard to breathe. She also felt precarious being dangled from the ground by her neck. Cyborg her could easily snap her neck or crush her windpipe in this position. While Misako was faster than a normal human, Clara deduced that she wouldn’t be faster than roboClara.

The anime Misako smiled and said, “Nice body,” then slapped her counterpart on the ass, adding, “I have got to get me one of those. Gets boring doinking the same chick.”

“I love Misako,” Clara gasped. “No matter what package she comes in.”

“Wish I could say it was the same between me and my Clara. Oh, wait, I don’t have to! I programmed all the emotions out of my Clara. Now she carries my luggage, acts as an assassin bot, whatever I need her to be. So don’t try anything!”

“You monster!” Misako yelled, and rushed at her. Robot Clara dropped Clara on the floor and intercepted Misako with one of her hands. Energy surged through Misako’s systems, and she crashed to the ground.

Even figuring it wouldn’t do much good, with two robots versus one human, Clara used the opportunity to rush anime Misako. To her surprise, she realized that this version of Misako wasn’t a robot at all, but another human. They both tumbled to the floor in a grapple.

Clara got the advantage quickly, as this Misako was dainty and useless in a physical altercation. However, her leg up was short-lived as cyborg Clara pried them apart and lifted Clara by her shirt off the ground. With her back to the bot, she could do nothing but flail in the air.

“You’re a human!” Clara yelped, while she struggled to free herself from her shirt.

“Guilty as charged!” Human Misako giggled.

“But how? We found you in a timeline where–”

“With an infinite number of timelines out there, you should realize there would be one where the roles are reversed.”

“Fair point, but what do you want with us? I’m assuming that you aren’t here to murder us or
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