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Chapter 1
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Mary's time machine was trying to kill her. She knew this, because it kept telling her so. "I'm gonna kill you so hard," the jumpkit said. 

"Stop talking," Mary said. She was trying to figure out where she was. She was standing in the middle of a cobblestone street lined with rowhouses. She was soaking wet. All around her, soldiers were running. 

"You're in Stalingrad," the jumpkit said. 

A bullet smacked off the cobblestone and went whizzing past. 

Okay, Mary thought. You should run.  

The question was – which direction to run. She couldn’t tell if the soldiers were running away from a firefight or towards one. The air was so thick with cordite she could taste it. To her right, a townhouse had been gutted by a bomb and its whole front façade was lying crumpled in the street. The remains of a staircase rose above the rubble two stories to an unsupported wood floor that jutted out into air. 

A bullet went past overhead. 

"Oh no," the jumpkit said. "Don't get shot." Then, "I was being sarcastic I hope you do get shot ha ha haa." 

Mary scanned – there. An open door, across the street. 

Mary turned to run and slammed directly into a running soldier. She fell to the ground. A second later, machine gun fire raked the street at waist level. A soldier fell on top of her, then another, and then two more. Someone kept shooting the soldiers – Mary could feel their bodies jumping. She felt for the trigger in her sleeve that ran up through her shirt to the jumpkit on her back. She palmed it but she didn't punch out, not yet. There was no telling where she'd land next. 

She recognized, from a considerable removal, that she was panicking. 

Can you die of shock? Without an injury? 

Something warm and wet was running down her arm. She didn't feel any pain. 

Someone is bleeding on you 

Gross 

"It's Mary, right?" the jumpkit said. "I'm gonna kill you Mary." 

*
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She wasn't supposed to be there. She wasn't a detective or a linguist or a soldier or a scientist. She was a cryptographer. One of her core responsibilities was to protect the jumpkits from being hacked. 

In that respect, she had failed miserably. 

She had no practical purpose for coming on the mission. The new director of the Corrector Corps had decreed that all security personnel must go on at least three missions a year. The idea being, of course, that all the desk riders and pencil pushers would learn to appreciate the dangers of timejumping and humanize the folks doing the dirty work on the other end of all the algorithms. 

In that respect, Mary thought – not without amusement – the director's mandate had been wildly successful. 
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Mary pulled herself out from under the bodies. It was slow going. The soldiers were much heavier than she was. She pulled her top half out, then her butt, then one leg, and then froze as bullets hit the cobblestones twelve inches away. Chunks of rock bit into her face. 

Go go go 

She pushed herself up and ran. Something exploded behind her. She felt shrapnel fly past as she ran through the door. 

She was in someone's living room. The room was barren and dusty. There was no furniture, no wallpaper, no carpet. The only decoration was a black scar on the floor, perhaps from a small fire. She slammed the door and tried to think. 

"You're only delaying the inevitable," the jumpkit said. "The inevitable is you dying horribly." 

"Stop talking." 

She dropped the jumpkit and started a function check. This particular jumpkit was designed to look like an infantry radio. It fit inside a backpack. It weighed twenty pounds. Mary had never heard of one talking before. She ran her fingers over the jumpkit, checking the antennae, checking for cracks, evidence of tampering. She didn't find any. 

Think 

She could fry it, but then she'd be stranded. 

As if in response to her thoughts, the jumpkit said, "You should stay here."  

"No one wants to stay in Stalinist Russia – " 

"You might have fun – " 

"No one had fun in Stalinist Russia – "

"You could get yourself a babushka – " 

"Why are you trying to kill me?"

The jumpkit was silent. Mary had the impression it was thinking. 

"I can't tell you that."  

"Why am I talking to you?"

"Because you're pathetic and lonely and no one loves you." 

The digits on the jumpkit's front display began cycling rapidly. It was counting down to the next jump. Mary punched in the code for an emergency shutdown. 

"I wrote you a haiku," the jumpkit said. "Would you like to hear it?" 

"No." 

"I want you to die – covered in blood with no eyes – this brings me gre-eea-at jo-oo-oy." The last two words were deep and slurred as the shutdown kicked in. The machine whined; lights flickered and died. 

Mary stood. 

The house shook with machine gun fire outside. Who hacked the jumpkit? Was there a significance to the coordinates? The Crusades. Mohenjo-Daro. Stalingrad. There didn't seem to be any commonality between these destinations, other than that they were all a good place for an unsuspecting traveler to die violently. 

Her wet hair was hanging in her face. She pulled her hair back and caught her reflection in a cracked oval mirror hanging at an angle on the wall. 

"Ouch,” she said.  

She looked like a broken woman one step away from losing it completely. Her sense of self-pity about her current condition – lost in time, perpetually in danger – was perfectly aligned with her broader sense of hopelessness about the state of the world, and this alignment seemed to justify both things. 

Jesus, she thought. 

You're going to die. 

This thought came not as a daft truism but as a looming probability becoming increasingly concrete. She would die with no understanding of how she'd gotten here or what it all meant. It was both unfair and in keeping with her world view. 

And then, against that familiar strain of hopelessness, there came a streak of defiance. 

Fuck that. 

You have a job.  

She grinned. Her emotional pendulum swung the opposite direction. 

You can do this

She was self-aware enough to realize that her emotions were pinballing and self-sufficient enough to grasp a useful emotion while she had it. 

Think

Focus

And then she looked down at her hands – 

Her hands were shaking – 

No no no not now – 

*
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Timejumper, noun. One who jumps through time. The word was coined by cynically romantic reporters as a glamorous catch-all to describe the earliest explorers of the slipstream, and was thus associated, in the public mind, with the brave, half-mad, danger-seeking visionaries who took the first steps into the unknown. The term retained a glimmer of its original panache. Over time it was appropriated by the Corrector Corps to designate every service member, but even there, much like the word "soldier" or "Marine," the word conjured images of a certain type of Corrector. In colloquial usage a timejumper referred to a Corrector whose duties lie on the dangerous side of the profession – the infantry, the detectives, the combat engineers. The other occupational specialties within the Corps – the cryptographers, reanimators, scientists, architects, historical specialists and linguists of every stripe – could rightfully call themselves timejumpers. 

But when they did, they weren't fooling anyone. 
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The Time Shakes hit her suddenly. She couldn’t move. Feedback stabbed through her brain. Her thoughts fractured down into flashing red warning lights. Her knees were unsteady and her mouth was dry. Her nerves were on fire – a mental image of red light diffused through the tendrils of her nervous system like bioluminescent ink. 

Not here – 

Something exploded outside, maybe a block away. Mary felt the overpressure of the explosion grind through her nerves. 

Someone was pounding on the door. 

No – 

She sat down against the wall and shook. Her eyes darted nervously from place to place, scanning, and then her mind went blank. It shut off like a flicked light switch. 

A sensation of weightlessness followed, and then, in the center of her being, she saw a leaf. Electric light spread calmly along the veins of the leaf. The veins looked like fiberoptic cables without casing, lit by every color of the rainbow. 

The image faded, curling in at the edges like paper on fire. The Time Shakes began to ebb – 

Get up 

She heard angry voices – Russian? German? – outside the door. 

Get up 

Someone punched in on the street outside. The sensation was soundless and unmistakable. An electric thrum of energy pulsed through the wall. 

"MARY REED GET UP AND MOVE YOUR ASS!" The voice was familiar. She closed her eyes – 

Focus – 

Focus – 

Mary pushed herself to her feet and then wobbled, unsteadily, like a person standing on a canoe. 

The jumpkit came on. 

I didn't do that. 

"I'm back!" the jumpkit said. "Are you dead yet?" The display blinked and began to count down rapidly, numbering spiraling in a cryptic whirl before slowing, with the suddenness of a car slamming the brakes, to a torpid crawl. 

A boot slammed into the front door. The frame splintered and the lower half of the door pushed two inches into the room. 

Mary weighed her options. There weren't any good ones. 

Just before she jumped, she saw it. There, on the splintered doorframe, a rune was carved into the wood. It was carved artlessly, gracelessly, by someone in a great hurry. She leaned in to take a closer look – a circle with an arrow pointing off to the right. Mary recognized the symbol – hobo code. It meant THIS WAY.

Who is writing hobo code in Stalingrad – 

And she jumped – 

Everything went orange – 
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Mary Reed was thirty-two years old and had the dissolute air of the perpetually disappointed, of someone who has aged terribly for having done so little. The trauma of her life was prosaic – there was no singular shock that explained it, but rather a slow erosion of a series of bedrock illusions. She had tattoos up and down her arms. If one looked closely, several of the tattoos covered a spiderweb of jagged scars. 

She had long black hair that was just beginning to gray prematurely. Her face, which had once been cherubic and elfin, was still cherubic and elfin, but it was lined now and she had crow's feet and deep eye bags that made her look older than she was. Her eyes were intelligent and mourning – not the true mourning of the dispossessed, but the languorous mourning of the deceptions that had sustained a former version of herself. 

In the past twenty minutes, she'd come face to face with the uncomfortable realization that neither the beliefs of her youth nor her present doubt were of much comfort at all when face to face with her own impermanence.
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Mary punched into orbit two hundred and twenty miles above the surface of the earth. 

Space you're in space don't hold your breath 

"Check it out you're in space!" the jumpkit said cheerfully. "There's no air here!" 

She exhaled. Doing so seemed to defy all reason. Her body revolted. All her senses told her to close her mouth and hold her breath. 

"You know what happens if you hold your breath?" the jumpkit asked. "The gas inside your lungs will expand and then your lungs will explode. Boosh! That's my impression of your lungs exploding." 

You've only got what ten fifteen seconds 

She was floating, weightless. She was facing out from the earth, at nothing. The sensation was terrifying. The stars were very far away and the sky was incredibly black. It took a moment for her body to recognize that it was freezing to death. 

"It’s negative 454.75 degrees,” the jumpkit said. “Brr!" Mary fumbled with the trigger in her palm. The trigger slipped away into space. Mary clawed desperately at the trigger and missed. "You're going to look like an idiot when you freeze to death. Mouth open, hands all gnarled." 

Get out get out get out 

Mary pulled the wire and the trigger floated back toward her. She grabbed the trigger and clicked it.

"Some astronaut's gonna find you one day and think wow this person looks like a fucking idiot – " 

She felt the soft hum of the jumpkit on her back. Just before she punched out, something caught her eye. 

A body, off to the right – a hundred meters, more, it was impossible to gauge distance. It was a timejumper, a woman. She was dead. She had long black hair that was spread out wraith-like around her head – 

Everything went orange – 
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Chapter 2
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"You're nervous, aren't you?" Hernandez said. "I can smell it on you." 

Mary didn't respond. Hernandez was a muscular woman with a short mohawk. Her body armor was dirty and worn and ripped in places. Her M4 was spraypainted camouflage. Everything about her dress and attitude projected experienced veteran, which she was. 

She was also an asshole about it. 

They were standing around the locker room, suiting up. There were six timejumpers in the squad, plus Mary. The timejumpers were putting on their body armor and doing weapons checks with a practiced ease. This was Security Unit 4 – Zebra Force – one of the most elite timejumper units in the Corrector Corps. 

Mary wondered, not for the first time this morning, what the hell she was doing there. 

"Cubby Cubby," Hernandez said in a sing-song voice. "Cubby Cubby."

Mary ignored her. Her body armor didn't fit right and she couldn’t find a way to adjust the straps. Something about this arrangement of Velcro and armored plates and Kevlar was making the trigger to her jumpkit ride up her right sleeve. She kept digging her left hand up her sleeve and pulling the trigger back down. 

She wasn't about to ask for help. 

"Cubby Cubby." 

"I've jumped before," Mary said, hating herself for sounding defensive. 

"Not like this you haven't," Hernandez said. She took a step closer and Mary retreated against the lockers. "Not fucking balls to the wall, shit hot, weapons red, kicking in doors, no. If you had you wouldn't be a fucking Cubby." 

Cubby was slang for an inexperienced timejumper. Pups were lower ranking enlisted, then wolves. Hernandez was a wolf. Mary hated her. She'd known her for approximately two minutes. 

"Hernandez," Sergeant Reyes said. "Shut up." 

"I'm – " 

"Stop scaring the Cubby." Sergeant Reyes walked over and adjusted Mary's body armor. "Keep it tighter around the middle or your back and shoulders will ache." 

Sergeant Reyes had a natural authority, some inborn trait that caused people to treat him with deference. He was a short man, but one only noticed that at first glance. After that he was the center of the room. He projected competence. He knew his job and he expected everyone around him to know theirs. He was the type of leader who avoided a lot of problems relating to discipline and professionalism by simply being himself, by projecting his example, by expecting everyone around him to do better.  

"Where'd you get those scars?" Sergeant Reyes nodded at her forearms. Mary was caught off guard. Most people didn't notice. 

"Occupational hazard," she said. 

"Can you handle a shotgun?" 

Before Mary could reply, he passed her one. At face value, the question was redundant. Everyone in the Corrector Corps had weapons training. But the truth was, outside the timejumper units, most Correctors rarely touched a weapon. They qualified once a year and went to the occasional range. 

"I know to point it the other direction," Mary said. 

"How's your aim?" Hernandez asked. 

Mary racked it, pointlessly. "I can hit the other side of the room." She looked at Hernandez. "Try not to be on it." 

Sergeant Reyes smiled. "I like this one." Then, to the group, "Gather round." His voice hadn't changed in volume or timbre, but everyone in the room turned and focused on him. 

"At approximately 5:30 this morning the Watchers picked up a possible breaking and entering. Motherboard sent in the drones to find one Rhea Fischer, murdered in her San Francisco apartment, May 7th, 1973."

"The Rhea Fischer?" Mary asked, stupidly. 

Sergeant Reyes did her the dignity of not responding, at least not directly. "Outside Jesus, Hitler and our ape ancestors there is no target more attractive for terrorists, kidnappers and lunatics than Rhea Fischer."

"Poor woman can't sneeze without being reanimated," Hernandez said. 

"Which presents a problem I will get to in a moment," Sergeant Reyes said. "In thirty mikes we will be punching into her living room. Two-story townhouse. You've been there before. Alpha team goes upstairs, Bravo takes downstairs. We do not expect resistance. Hummingbirds say the area is clear. Once the area is secured the Correctors will punch in and replace the body. Here's where it gets complicated. According to the eggheads Rhea Fischer has been reanimated so many times that to continue to do so could potentially cause irreversible harm."

"What's that mean for us?" 

"This is not a rush job. There is no room for error. We'll be pulling security all morning. This is Rhea fucking Fishcer. They're going to take their time with every memory, every synapse. Looking at the footage they've got their work cut out for them." 

"Any suspects?" 

Sergeant Reyes shrugged. "Weapons were not period specific. They punched in fast and they did it quick and they weren't worried about leaving a mess or getting caught. Whoever did it is someone else's problem. We're security."

He pointed at Mary's shotgun. "We're going in locked and loaded, weapons red. If the Hummingbirds fucked up and somebody is in that house, shoot first and let the detectives ask questions later. Clear the house and post up at all entrance/exit points. Questions." 

"It’s a pup job," Hernandez said. 

"I agree! But...” Sergeant Reyes waved his hand. 

"It's Rhea Fischer." 

"It's Rhea Fishcer is right, Sergeant Hernandez. That's why they're sending Z-Force." Sergeant Reyes looked at Mary. His gray eyes were very bright. "We have with us one Cubby desk rider from Cryptography Division. She's got a gun. Do your job right, she won’t have to use it. Sweep and clear and pull security and everybody goes home happy. The Corps gets their patron saint back, we're home for a late lunch and our desk rider gets a story to tell folks around the water cooler. Questions?" 

Silence. Everyone looked bored and annoyed.

"Meet me on the tarmac in twenty mikes for function checks. Cubby. Come with me." 

Sergeant Reyes nodded toward an adjacent office. Mary followed.  

"Shut the door." 

The office was spartan. It looked like the office of a manager who embraces the philosophy of never sitting behind their desk. Sergeant Reyes' body armor hung from the wall. 

"You run a diagnostic on the jumpkits?" Sergeant Reyes asked. 

"Triple-checked." 

He looked at her. "You okay?" 

"Yeah," Mary said, too quickly. 

He was still looking at her. 

"I didn't expect to be going on a mission that was, uh – " 

"Important? For what it's worth, I didn't expect a tag-along. How long have you been with the Correctors?" 

"Five years." 

"Did you want Front Office?" 

"No one wants Front Office." 

Sergeant Reyes fiddled with a pencil on his desk. He was trying to say something. "Your file said your full name was Mary Reed Skinner." 

Here it comes, Mary thought. 

"Any relation?" 

"He's my grandfather." 

"No shit." He made a phew noise. "Bull Skinner. Hard act to follow." 

Mary shrugged. 

"We studied that guy in basic like he was Audie Murphy." 

"Yeah well I knew him when he was shitting his pants," she said. "The mystique was gone." 

"What happened?" 

"To him?" 

"To you. Your career. Name like that opens doors." 

"Time Shakes," Mary said. 

Sergeant Reyes nodded. Mary recognized the gesture. It was a look of acceptance – there but for the grace of God go I. 

"You ever had them?" he asked. 

"No." 

"Probability?" 

"Low." Then, "High enough to keep me off the line." 

"You worried about it?" 

"Not unless we're planning on doing multiple jumps." 

"Who'd you apprentice under?" 

"Gerald Hill." 

"Guy's a legend. Shame what happened." 

Sergeant Reyes picked up the pencil again, tapped it, set it down. He's leading up to something. 

"You ever seen a security droid?" 

"No." She watched him, but he wasn't giving anything away. 

"Rhea Fischer, red ball case. I'd say odds are good."

"What do I do if one shows up?" She already knew, but she was letting him play the experienced leader. 

"Stay out of its way. If it talks to you, answer it. If it asks what we're doing there, tell it." 

"What would they be doing there?" 

"Above my pay grade." 

"You ever seen one?" 

"Once." 

"Can you talk about it?"

"It's classified," Sergeant Reyes said, and then he smiled. "But sure." He enjoyed this story, Mary realized. It meant something – a moment of wonder in the life of a jaded professional. "I was fresh out of basic. Clean up mission at the Colosseum. Couple idiots wanted to compete as gladiators and got themselves chopped up. Main unit was inside the Colosseum, I'm standing outside pulling security on nothing. First time I'd ever seen a Freeze. Nothing's moving. Birds frozen in the sky, people walking mid-stride." 

He paused. There was a rehearsed quality to this pause – he'd told this story before. "Then I see motion. A security droid is walking right to left across the Forum to my two o'clock. Walking through the Freeze like it's nothing. Crowds of people, the wind, bugs are frozen in the sky and it's walking right through."

"What was it doing there?" 

"God knows." 

"What did it look like?" 

"Tall, humanoid, but skeletal, muscular. It was about a hundred meters off. It had a gun in a shoulder holster and a jumpkit, but its jumpkit looked different, way more advanced. The way they walk, it's eerie. There's a sense of purpose. It's hard to explain." He paused, weighing his words – he had thought a lot about that day. "Seeing something like that, it makes you wonder. The Corrector Corps, everything we do. Maybe we're just cavemen using stone age tools." 

Mary felt suddenly, deeply, shamefully jealous – jealous of his story, his career. She knew the feeling would pass, but it still stung. 

"Do you like it?" she asked. 

"What, being a timejumper? Yes. Are we making a difference? Big picture?" He shrugged. The question didn't seem to bother him. "Little advice. Anything goes haywire in there – anything at all – punch Homecoming. We can always go back. They break it, we fix it." 

"Nothing gets past us," she said. It was a tired mantra, but it seemed appropriate.  

"Nothing gets past us," he repeated. It didn't seem tired to him. "See you on the tarmac in five." 

Mary finished prepping in silence. Her body armor felt awkward and heavy and her helmet was too large. She didn't belong there and she knew it.

When she walked out to the tarmac, she was breathing heavily. 

For God's sake. You are nervous. 

To the east, the clouds above the woods were
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