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      Department of Historical Research

      December 8, 2084

      

      Taking the steps at the central control building in twos, Nathaniel Crabtree tucked his personal device into an inner pocket on his jacket. He had pulled it out several times on his stroll to Paul Hidalgo’s office and couldn’t wait to show him his find. Entering the large glass doors, he offered a nod to the security officer on the ground floor and made his way to the elevators.

      “This is going to be big,” he mumbled with a grin as he pushed the button to the lift. He had hardly slept the night before in anticipation and had doubled his workout that morning to clear some of his nervous energy. I’m not sure it helped, he considered as he paced in wait, then stepped back as the doors opened.

      Once the carriage had emptied, he trotted on board and pushed the button for floor ninety-two. “Hi,” he greeted the few who joined him in the small space, rubbing his hands together with excitement as the elevator closed and began its ascent.

      Nathan had been an analyst for the department of historical research near on twenty years and was preparing for his annual jaunt into the past. For his new project and expose, he had chosen a unique, if not controversial period to study. As an added twist, he had located a specific target to shadow; one that could prove difficult to get approved, but he intended to try. This year is special, he thought to himself, having felt so ever since he discovered the well-preserved treasure and clue he hoped to investigate.

      Paul had been his control for the last five of his missions, and although he had never disallowed any of them, he had always proven more problematic than his predecessor when assessing the details. As usual, Nate had done all the legwork to prepare his files and flight plan. He had researched the location he intended to bubble and secured the stop and start dates. That part’s going to be tricky for sure.

      The doors opening before him, he heaved a deep sigh, shaking his hands gently to relax his nerves as he strutted down the hall. Arriving at the waiting area, he grinned down at the shapely blond receptionist, who monitored visitors for that section of the floor and the few control agent offices that it held. “Hello, Dianna.”

      “Hi, Nate,” she smiled sweetly, taking in his broad shoulders and well-kept physique. “Paul had a meeting but should return shortly,” she informed him, indicating a row of chairs along the wall.

      “I’ll be fine,” he agreed, not sure if it were true. Today, he might go stark raving mad at any moment. Taking one of the upholstered cushions, he leaned back into the seat and pulled out his small handheld computer. Lighting the screen, he perused the itinerary he would propose, stopping briefly to study the headstone once more. Not bad for over three hundred years old, he silently observed, as the marker had weathered well over the centuries.

      Grazing the image with his thumb, he considered again what the young woman might have looked like. Two years younger than me, he observed for the umpteenth time. Gwendolyn had become an obsession since he found the hunk of sandstone, but he couldn’t let on as much. He had to play it cool if he was to gain permission to travel back and see her in the flesh.

      “Nathan?” Paul’s stern voice startled him, snapping the analyst back to the present.

      “Hi, Paul,” he beamed, getting to his feet and offering his hand for a firm shake. “I’ve laid everything out just the way you like it,” he cajoled as he followed the shorter man into his office.

      “I’m sure you did,” the control agent chuckled. Fifty on his last birthday, Paul had overseen thousands of jumps since the program was started but had never actually time traveled himself. Something in the idea of being converted to energy and transported through the bubble made him queasy. However, since it was his job to ensure all the analysts under him had safe trips, he took that role very seriously.

      “We don’t want any accidents,” he chided gently as he sank into his large leather chair, “so you’ll have to bear with me while I check your details.” A short man with a stocky build and pudgy middle, Paul took every opportunity to assert his position over his subordinates, especially the one before him with his tall frame and well-toned muscles.

      “Of course,” Nathaniel grinned, presenting his device for inspection before taking a seat across from him.

      Lighting it, Paul started with the travel documents, noting the dates. “The American Revolution. Nice. That’s a bit of a hot topic these last few years.”

      “Yes, sir,” Nate agreed, gently chewing the side of his right thumb. I’m going to die if I don’t get this one.

      Still flipping through the screens, the control agent paused, examining one of them closely. “Thirty-eight years? That’s a bit specific, isn’t it? Not to mention long.”

      “Yes, sir,” Nate nodded, tapping his left hand against the arm of the chair. “But it’s still well within limits.”

      Arriving at the last page of the proposal, Paul glared at the image. “Gwendolyn Romano,” he read, noting the dates beneath her name. “Thirty-eight years. Nathan, you realize you’re not allowed to target specific subjects without an S-fifty-three clearance.”

      “Oh, yes, sir,” Nathan squirmed. “I’m not really focusing on the woman. I just thought it would give me a nice backdrop for the expose. I don’t really intend to meet her for an interview, so the S-fifty-three won’t really be necessary.”

      “But you’ve targeted two very specific points in her life, her first and last Christmas,” Paul bit tartly.

      “Yes, well, that’s only a few weeks from now, so I thought it would be appropriate. I don’t really have a family, so Christmas isn’t a magical time of year for me. It’s just another day, and no one will miss me around here. Besides, the demand on the portals should be a bit freer on account of the holiday, and I can have a special blind constructed since I’ll be there for such an extended period.”

      Seeing the other man had not been convinced, judging by his grimace, he gushed on, “And, the target location is on the Astrid family estate, which means I should have an opportunity to observe her, or at least learn of her over the course of the jump. I’ve researched it carefully and given you every detail.” Waving a hand to indicate the device his boss still held, Nathan practically begged, “Please, sir. This one is important to me.”

      Raising his eyes to study the analyst before him, Paul leaned back in his chair. Using his index finger to smooth his greying beard over his chin, he asked quietly, “Why is that?”

      Faltering, Nathaniel shrugged. “I’ve been at this a long time. I started straight out of college, when things were just getting interesting. I write a new expose every year, and with each one, I feel like I have to one up the last. You know…stay ahead of the pack so to speak.”

      “And you think following this woman will get you an edge?”

      “I have no idea,” Nate laughed with a deep rumble. “What I do know is that she lived almost perfectly within the dates of the American Revolution. She died fairly young, and there is little record of her life available even though her name suggests ties to one of the wealthiest families of the time period in that area.”

      “I see,” his control grinned. “And you think this is your chance to discover some lost piece of history.”

      “Exactly!” Nate near shouted, poking a single digit into the air. “I mean, everyone loves Ben Franklin, but he’s been done. Overdone, if you ask me. I want to tackle someone fresh. And a woman in that era, that’s a story that simply has to be told.”

      Pursing his lips, Paul considered the request for a full minute, noting that the man across from him hardly took a breath as he waited. Finally, he held out the personal device and stated calmly, “You’ll need to make the necessary arrangements through the sixth-floor access. Eight has been giving us random feedback, so it will be down for a diagnostic for the next few weeks. Taking advantage of that holiday you mentioned,” he added with a grin.

      “You mean I get to go?” Nate whispered, hardly able to believe his ears.

      “Yes, you get to go,” Paul chuckled. “It still amazes me a forty-year-old man can be so wide eyed about these things.”

      Laughing with glee, Nathan took no insult at the words. “Thank you, sir,” he coughed as he got to his feet and left the office before his control had a chance to change his mind.
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      Cottage Outpost

      December 24th, 1760 – year 1

      
      “Wow, what a beautiful sky!” Nathan observed, his eyes shifting as he craned his neck to admire the view through a wide window. Arriving at a new location always made him euphoric, and this jump even more so.

      Above the line of trees, the darkness was littered with shimmering points of light, far more than could be seen from pretty much anywhere on earth in the year he had come from. Across the ground, a white blanket of snow gave a post-card quality to the scene, and the crescent moon added just the right amount of light. There’s some Christmas magic, he mocked, not really a believer of such things.

      Inhaling deeply, he sighed, “Air’s cleaner, too.”

      Although there had been many strides made to clear the atmosphere since the third world war, the silent war as it was commonly called, he could feel the difference in his lungs. Dropping the curtain and shaking his head to remove the disturbing recent history, he prepared to delve into the past, and his current assignment.

      Pulling a gold pocket watch from his vest, he pressed the latch to open the cover and observed the hands. “Perfect. One-thirty-six am. Take off ten for the buffer and round to one-twenty for departure time.”

      He would have twenty-four hours at that time point before the bubble forced him into the next jump. He could do anything he wanted between then, but it was imperative that he be back inside the house for the next one. If he missed it, the structure would leap forward without him, and he would have to spend a year in the past the long way, waiting to catch up.

      His eyes adjusted to the dark of the room, he glanced around the small cottage in which he stood. A simple thing, all that remained of it in 2084 was a single cornerstone which had marked the location, and it had taken him three weeks to locate it. But with a little extra planning, the building had been prepared and placed prior to his arrival and would remain intact for one day a year while the bubble held it in place. Stocked with furniture and a few supplies, he should be relatively comfortable during his stay there.

      He had been doing this long enough that he knew exactly how to set up an outpost. This blind was perfect, and from the outside, no one would be able to tell it was a replica, and even from the inside, they would have to know what to look for if they hunted for flaws. “Damn, I’m good,” he boasted to the empty room.

      Dropping his leather-bound journal on the small table that stood in front of the large window, he pivoted slowly to examine the room. Behind him, the entrance to the cottage held precedence in the small foyer, and the sitting room he occupied lay to the left of it as you entered.

      On the far back wall of the room stood a shallow fireplace, and a single sofa sat along the right-hand side. His large wardrobe trunk had been packed with a variety of attire and held the corner between the two, in front of a book case. The shelves were filled with period-correct knickknacks, which spilled across the mantle as well. The chill in the air necessitated the fire, and he removed his coat and hung it over the back of one of the chairs to keep it fresh while he warmed the room.

      Grinning at his pile of wood, he arranged a few pieces and a bit of kindling, then used one of the matches from a new box on the mantle to ignite the blaze. “Damn cold in here,” he muttered, rubbing his hands together briskly, then offering them to the flames.

      I hadn’t anticipated the severity of the weather. But at least he had thought to pack a bit of wood, which he could always add to along the way using the axe stored in the kitchen. The thought of the extra time it would require stealing a bit of his joy, he breathed deeply, hoping to hold as much as he could. After a few minutes of repeating the rubbing and warming, he used the matches to light a candlestick from the table and explored the rest of the dwelling.

      Across the narrow entrance, a second small room served as the kitchen, where another table could be used
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