
        
            
                
            
        


	 

TIMED OUT

 

[image: A picture containing text, weapon

Description automatically generated]

 

Micky O'Brady

 


 

 

 

 

 

Timed Out

Copyright © 2024 Micky O’Brady

Cover Design: www.KimG-Design.com

Interior Format: Dorothy Dreyer

 

Published by Snowy Wings Publishing

PO Box 1035, Turner, OR 97392

 

[image: Shape, square

Description automatically generated]

 

Paperback ISBN: 978-1-958051-50-4

eBook ISBN: 978-1-958051-49-8

 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or locales is entirely coincidental.

 

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

 

 


Table of Contents

Chapter One -  Bubbled Up

Chapter Two -  Change of Scenery

Chapter Three -  Achievement

Chapter Four -  Time-Tohuwabohu

Chapter Five -  Museum

Chapter Six -  Out

Chapter Seven -  Realm

Chapter Eight -  Grief

Chapter Nine -  No Prank

Chapter Ten -  Left Field

Chapter Eleven -  Nonie Squared

Chapter Twelve -  Different Baseline

Chapter Thirteen -  Different Path

Chapter Fourteen -  Home Turf

Chapter Fifteen -  Not a Break

Chapter Sixteen -  One Moment in Time

Chapter Seventeen -  Snap Goes the Trap

Chapter Eighteen -  Old Secrets

Chapter Nineteen -  Unplanned

Chapter Twenty -  Change of Perspective

Chapter Twenty-One -  Change of Time, Change of Mind

Chapter Twenty-Two -  Epilogue

About the Author



 




Chapter One - 
Bubbled Up
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Somewhere, Somewhen

 

My pillow moves.

Up and down. Up and down. Up and down.

Ow. Not good for my headache.

I force my heavy eyelids open, only to be assaulted by blinding whiteness. Whoa. Too bright. Squinting, I reopen my burning eyes, this time slower. More carefully. Still, everything is white, the super-pure kind, illuminated, and yes, blinding, like I was swallowed by an immaculate cloud too close to the sun. I blink. Then blink again. No change. Everything stays white. Maybe something is wrong with my eyes. I lift a hand to rub them, then drop it, when the spike in blood pressure cranks up the headache by the nth degree.

A raspy, pitiful groan leaves my throat.

“Shh,” somebody whispers, voice rough. “Take it easy. That stuff had a good bite to it.” My pillow moves—and sits up from under me.

What the—

I jackknife up to sitting, only to be rewarded by a rush of nausea and the sensation of an axe splitting my head in two. “Ngh.”

“Told you to take it easy.” A cool hand is pressed against my neck. “Give it a minute, it’ll get better.”

Kieran? Ignoring the advice, I whip my head around, elation flooding me and washing away the nausea when my gaze falls on the person sitting behind me in this all-white room. “Kieran!”

He looks worse for the wear, still in his captain’s uniform, only it would be a violation of USEF dress code if he ever showed up for duty in a uniform as dirty and tattered as this one. Or the way he looks in general: his black hair disheveled, dark circles under his eyes. Still, he gives me a wry smile, wiggling his fingers as a greeting. “Hi.”

I’m about to lean forward and throw myself around his neck, when my brain catches up with my surroundings—and no, not this featureless, white room of nothingness, rather, my situation and the last thing I remember. And that’s not a pleasant memory. At all. It brings the nausea right back up to full force. 

“That guy,” I whisper. “We were on the Hope. The war was about to flare up. Your appeal to the fleet… and then in your quarters, that guy.” I swallow hard as the memory resurfaces, but it doesn’t keep the rising anger at bay. I’ve done the whole ‘being kidnapped’ thing. I’ve been there, done that, got the t-shirt, or rather the bionic leg. I really, really didn’t need to repeat the experience.

Kieran presses his lips into a thin line. “That guy, whoever he was, shot us with whatever it was. And brought us here, to wherever this is.” He makes a swiping gesture with his left hand. “For whatever reason.”

I huff. I can wager a guess. Lifting both hands, I put the next words into air quotes. “Because we violated the one major timeline.” What BS—we didn’t do anything! My First Sense is clear, leaving no room for doubt: Kieran needed to come out of the Essken Realm. I know that. Meaning, that can’t be it; can’t be the major violation of the timeline. There’s nothing else though that would be a violation—strong word to begin with—of the timeline. I should know, shouldn’t I? First Sense and all?

Kieran harrumphs. “Violating the timeline. Quite ironic, given that until a few hours ago, I was stuck in a place where time works differently. I literally haven’t had the time to do anything. I was considered dead for close to four decades.”

His words trigger a memory. Blame it on whatever the guy shot us with, but I’m definitely slower than usual. The Taro’s message I received during Kieran’s speech and only a few minutes before we were taken against our will, is not something I’d usually forget: 

Something is off. Lieutenant Thorburn, do not trust anybody. Stay alert. Listen to your First Sense. The Temporal War isn’t over.

I close my eyes and groan.

“What?”

While my mind might be slow today, my emotions have no problem rising to the challenge. Biting down onto my cheek to ground myself, I count to three before I trust myself to speak without screaming in frustration. And I shouldn’t be screaming. I need to break news to Kieran I wouldn’t consider easy to digest. Would I have preferred to talk about the Temporal War and how it messed us up at home, over a nice cup of tea, after Kieran has had time to come to terms with what has happened to him? For sure. Do we always get what we want? Apparently not. 

I sigh. “You know, maybe that guy was right, or maybe he wasn’t. I do know there’s a third option.” I pause, chewing on my lower lip. “The FBTI knows about a temporal war being fought upstream from my time, from the future. We don’t know why—who started it, who the players are, and what the reason for it is, but we do know it comes from the—my—future and aims to change something in the—my—past.” Given the Taro’s warning, it’s not too tough to add one and one and arrive at two, meaning, the guy could have something to do with the Temporal War. And therefore, so could his statement that we violated the timeline. Someone could be manipulating him—or us. 

Kieran’s alert gaze stays focused on me as he narrows his eyes, digesting the news. “A temporal war. A temporal war. You think— You think we were taken because of this war?”

“It’s possible. They’ve tried to intervene at many points in time, most of them in the past, why not in our now?” My headache pounds, which doesn’t make thinking any easier. 

Cocking his head, he whistles through his teeth. “At many points in time—is that why you were in the past, with us, so much?”

“Yes.” I nod. “After the Battle of Balthar when I returned to my time, the Taro, Zio, and I all felt a shift in the timeline. Our First Sense alerted us something had changed, something was trying to alter the past. To make a long story short, somebody in the future put one of our admirals under their influence and sent him back in time to—” I shift my weight. This is awkward.

“To what?”

“To kill you.” There, I said it.

“To kill me.” Kieran takes the news cool as a cucumber with one eyebrow raised. “Why would anybody go through such effort to get rid of me?”

“That’s a very good question. Mashaule—” 

“Mashaule? Mashey?” Kieran jerks his head back, eyebrows pinched together. “My former Captain Mashaule?” 

I grimace. “Yeah. Yes. Admiral Mashaule. He had… issues. He claimed killing you would save billions of lives.” I know the moment the words leave my mouth, I shouldn’t have spoken them. Kieran pales and drops his gaze. What a beginner’s mistake on my part. I knew the loss of life during the war troubled him greatly, and that wasn’t his fault to begin with. The way he looked before he went into that nebula where he got swallowed by the Realm… I wouldn’t say he was broken, but he wasn’t whole either. Chocho losing Suzie under his command didn’t make it any better. Actually, it might’ve been what pushed him over the edge, another loss close to home. His guilt was almost palpable. Me telling him his death could’ve saved billions? Yeah. Not helping, Thorburn. Not helping.

I clear my throat and scramble to save what I messed up. “Obviously they were—are—wrong. All of our First Senses—”

“But what if they were right?” Kieran’s voice is so low I’d have a hard time hearing him if it wasn’t so unnaturally dead quiet in here. Giving me a challenging look, he repeats himself. “What if they were right? If they’re from the future, they must know more than we do.”

Nu-uh, I refuse to believe that. “Why? History swallows details all the time. And they weren’t right,” I say with conviction. “If I had to pick one person who always fought for peace, it was—is—you, Kieran. If anything, killing you would have made the war worse. I’m sure of it.” I know it from the bottom of my heart and within the depth of my soul. Call it my First Sense, sure, but I know the war would have been worse without Kieran.

He holds my gaze for a long three seconds, then lowers his chin in a nod. “Okay. I’m really hoping that shoe won’t fit. And to get back to matters at hand, if we were taken from the Hope because of this Temporal War, they’re clearly not in a hurry. I’ve been awake for about half an hour. Nothing has happened.”

I blow out a puff of air through pursed lips. One crisis narrowly averted. “That’s… good, I would say.” 

Kieran shrugs. “Good or bad, no idea. From a tactical point of view, I like being left in peace. The longer we have to recover, the stronger we get and the more information we can collect. Which unfortunately leads me to the bad part of this.”

“Which is what?” I repeat my earlier attempt to rub my eyes, and this time the headache is merciful enough to not try to kill me.

“There’s nothing here that would help us in any way.” He gestures to the all-white area around us, frustration creeping into his words. “This is a prison. Brig. Whatever you want to call it.”

Not that I expected otherwise. You get shot at and abducted—and put in a five-star accommodation? Unlikely. Still. I raise an eyebrow. “This looks way too nice.” Roomy, bright, no bars… okay, also no windows. No door within view either. No furniture at all either. Only this endless bright white all around us.

“Don’t let that fool you. Look around. What do you see?”

I turn my head from left to right, checking out my surroundings. “It looks like a really big room. At least fifty by fifty meters, tough to say, because of all the bright white light. I’d say the walls are also white, but they’re somehow glowing? It’s weird for sure.” I mean, after a few meters, everything turns milky-foggy. Plus, even the floor is white, but comfy and cushioned, as if a thick, plush carpet covered it, only it looks like white concrete. Feels rough, yet cushy. Definitely weird, and the ceiling no less. I look up, narrowing my eyes. “Is that… a dome?” The lack of contrast or anything other than this endless perfect white makes it impossible to determine if this is a flat ceiling about four or five meters above us, or a dome.

“Good question. I think it is, but I also think we shouldn’t trust that.”

Uh-oh. “Why?”

He sighs. “Before you woke up, I had a look around. This room is maybe four by four meters, if at all.”

“What?” I turn my head so fast from left to right, a wave of dizziness crashes over me. “It looks so much bigger—”

“It must be that foggy milky white messing with our eyes. But once you walk, you walk right into a wall, there, there, and there.” He points in three directions.

Out of habit, I feel for PADdy on my wrist to confirm with a scan—and find nothing. For one short second, I allow myself disappointment. Of course, whoever abducted us would’ve taken my wrist PAD. Not a surprise. Just very, very annoying.

Dropping my hand from my wrist, I focus on our priorities. “What about there?” I nod in the direction of the only location Kieran didn’t mention.

“Funny you should ask. Once you reach that corner, a toilet becomes visible. A sink. They just appear. From where? Don’t ask me. You step back, they’re gone. Get closer, they’re back.”

I snap my mouth closed. Right. Sorting my sore limbs, I work myself up to standing, my biosynthetic left knee doing most of the work. Curious, I walk several large steps to the left—and like Kieran said, a toilet appears out of thin air. I kick it. “Solid.” Backing up, I keep my eye on it until it dissolves, for a lack of a better word. I whistle through my teeth as the nausea inside my stomach changes into something else, more of a bitter, acidic feeling as I ask the one question I’ve learned to prioritize: “When do you think we are?” And speaking of… I push one hand into my pocket. Also, no SED, no Setayashi-emitting device. Of course not. Didn’t really expect it to be there, but one can always hope.

A muscle in Kieran’s jaw twitches as he stands up. “When we are? Definitely not in my time, not that I expected that anymore after you mentioned a temporal war. I can’t speak for you, but given that you also seem surprised by the vanishing toilet act, I assume it’s not yours, either.” He shakes his head and balls his fists at his side. “I don’t know. Somewhen in the future, so much is sure, but why? Because of crimes against the timeline we supposedly committed? Or because of a war we’re no part of? What the absolute—!” I jerk as he slams one palm into the wall behind him. It wafts and fluctuates, like it was made out of a mix of cloud and waterbed. When he speaks again, his voice is rough, barely controlled. “I just spent thirty-five years in the Essken Realm. Thirty-five years in a place my mind couldn’t make sense of. I came out, the world was still at war with the Essken, nothing had changed. This doesn’t help.” He rams his palm once more into the wall, a desperate grunt tearing from his throat, so full of misery and despair, it hurts.

My heart goes out to him. “Kieran, I—”

Like a switch flipped, a strong tingling runs down my whole body, head to toes and back again. Energy ripples through the air, bringing goosebumps and every hair on my body to rise. For one tiny, short, minuscule moment I feel dizzy, confused, disoriented—

Kieran drops his hand with a deflated sigh. “I just came home, Nonie. I haven’t eve—” Gasping mid-word, he wraps both arms around his midsection, eyes wide. “Holy—! What the—?” He sucks in a sharp breath through his teeth, but before I can even react, another wave of overwhelming dizziness hits so bad, I have to close my eyes or I’d fall over. When I open them again, everything is blurry, like something is wrong with my eyes. I blink and rub them, but still, everything’s as blurry as before. 

A pained grunt comes from Kieran, tearing me out of my half-frozen state. He doubles over, wrapping his arms around his body, his teeth clenched.

“Kieran!” I dart forward—and stop dead after half a step like I ran into a wall. Something is pushing on me, even though nothing’s there, but I feel a weight on me, or rather, around me. My whole body is being squished as if the air is hugging me too tightly, making breathing difficult. A weird buzzing sensation hums in my veins, making the tips of my fingers tingle. 

Kieran stiffens and gasps, his grimace becoming more harrowed, and with another suppressed grunt, he sinks down to one knee, unsteady. Finally, I snap out of it, reflex taking over. I grab him by the hand—

Zzzing!

I might as well have touched a live wire. The moment my skin touches his, a surge shoots through me, igniting me from the inside. A strangulated groan breaks from my throat as I double over, my body on fire. I grunt and grit my teeth, panting hard. My insides burn, everything burns, but I can’t let go. My muscles won’t obey my commands, and the onslaught of cutting pain makes my knees buckle. 

I choke on a choppy inhale. Something pulses inside my body in a desperate way, each pulse sharp as knives, cutting deep, and with it comes an instinctual urge to… To do what? Can’t think clearly, and it’s not like I could stop this, whatever it is.

Kieran’s breaths come out in short puffs, his body rigid. Whatever is happening to us, it’s scary. My core aches more and more with every second, pushing me closer to the limit of what I can tolerate—

Until something snaps on my inside—and everything changes. Euphoria floods me, together with a whole-body tingle and a tsunami of endorphins, soothing my aching core. Instead of a burning inferno it feels more like a warm, wholesome churning, something I could rather get used to. The whole-body prickle increases and shifts away from my center into my arms, bringing the tingle in my hands to a whole new level. For about three whole seconds, utter blissful relief floods me, then, as if that same switch turned it off, everything is over.

A sigh of relief breaks from Kieran’s throat, followed by a hoarse inhale.

Neither of us moves, only the sound of our ragged breathing filling the room.

Then, Kieran blows out one long, wheezing exhale. “Are you okay?” His gaze finds mine, wide and wary at the same time.

I shake my head and let go of him. “No. Yes. I— I guess so. It felt nauseous and dizzy at first, but when I touched you… it hurt.” I shake out my hands to get rid of the residual weird sensation.

The apple in his throat moves up and down. “No nausea for me. Only a blast of cold air, and then, well, it hurt, like something was tearing me apart on the inside. Acid running through my veins would feel similar.” He tries to shrug it off, like it wasn’t a big deal, but his pallor is calling him a liar. “What was that?”

“I have no idea.” I never felt anything like it before. “But it affected both of us.”

Chewing on his lower lip, Kieran leans his head from the left to the right. “Could it have been an invasive scan? Or a weapon?” He motions around us. “We know nothing about where or when we are. Who knows what technology these people use, and for what reason.” 

“I don’t know. I would say if this was a scan, I don’t want to know what type of weapons they have. Maybe it was a defensive mechanism because you punched the wall. Maybe a deterrent from breaking out?” I wrap my arms around his torso. What a weird and scary episode, but weird and scary have been our middle names for quite a while at this point. I’m learning not to freak out, unless there’s a very good reason for it, and right now, we’re not there. Yet, maybe, but still. “Either way, since I am very unfortunately PADdy-less, there’s nothing I can do to find out. Though, maybe don’t punch the wall, in case that triggered it.” I stick my tongue out at him.

Kieran chuckles and relaxes into me. He snuggles his nose into my neck, the warmth of his breath calming me, despite the crappy situation we’re in. “Good plan, Lieutenant. And… well, I’m sorry for losing it and punching said wall. I just… I just feel like I haven’t even taken a breath since I got sucked into the Realm. Heck, since the war started. And you know me, I hate not having all the information.”

“Like now.” 

“Like now. It’s in my job description as a USEF captain to be proactive. To know the game being played. But how can I, when the advantage is so clearly on the attacker’s side?”

Determination floods my system. “We’re going to find out where we are, when we are, and how we can get back home.” And I mean it. Less than two months ago, I was flung into the past, kept the timeline intact, made it back home, took down a madman—okay, granted, said madman escaped—but I followed him, tracked him through time and space, watched my boyfriend die, found out he didn’t, rescued him from the Essken Realm, and watched him potentially avert war between the Essken and humanity—and now we’re here. Kidnapped.

As ridiculous as it sounds, I’ve been through worse than being abducted to the future.

And so has Kieran.

I pull away from him and squeeze his arms. Part of me notices he hasn’t lost any muscle mass when he was in the Realm. He’s really the Kieran who quote-unquote just left the Pioneer to fly into that nebula. “We got this, Kieran. It’s the famous Captain Wildason and the youngest academy graduate in the history of the academy.” Well, up to that point in time, but still. “Whoever got us here, we’ll find a way to go back home and everything will be fine.” I ball my fists at my side. 

“Of course, it will,” Kieran whispers hoarsely, and when I look up at him, he smiles. If I didn’t know him so well, if I wasn’t so obsessed with everything Kieran, I might not have seen the dullness in his eyes. Or heard the undertone in his voice.

But I do, and I did.

And it scares me.

It scares me, because it doesn’t sound like Kieran believes what he just said.

It scares me.
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Somewhere Inside That Bubble-Thing, Somewhen

For the next two or maybe three hours, nothing happens. After a while, both of us drift off to sleep, cuddled into each other. It could be ten minutes or ten hours later, when I jerk awake from an ear-piercing, shrill alarm sound. 

“What the—!”

Kieran and I jump to our feet, in our fighting stance. My heart races, but at least adrenaline has chased away the cobwebs of sleep enough to complete a sentence. “What the heck is going on?” 

The light of our prison changes: No more uber-white, bright light, but instead an intense, all-encompassing red floods the room. The alarm cranks up the volume and rhythm, from a whining, two-second spanning howl down to short bursts of screeching beeps—and then stops at the same time as part of the wall to our left disappears, leaving a rectangular opening, about door-sized.

USEF training takes over in an instant. Kieran moves forward in his fighting stance, cautious but determined, and I follow. An open door is an invitation until proven otherwise, right?

“Prisoners, stop.”

The voice comes out of nowhere, surrounds us and echoes through the room as something changes in the floors. One second, they’re squishy and soft, the next—not. Like strong and unyielding instant magnetism, my feet are glued to the surface.

I grunt as velocity and inertia carry me forward over my feet cemented to the ground. Stretching my arms out, I catch my balance before falling forward. Kieran isn’t doing any better than me; we both look like first-time ice skaters who hit a snag in the ice, trying to not fall forward. I give each of my feet a good yank, but to no avail. “I’m stuck!” 

“Me too.” Kieran squats down, examining his shoes and trying to pry the soles off the ground. “There’s nothing between my shoe and the ground, and I can’t even lift my foot inside the—”

“Quite the useless exercise you’re engaging in.” This time the voice is coming from the door, loud, clear, and a tad arrogant. We both snap our heads up. The sticky floors can wait.

The man standing in the entrance to our… room is the same man I saw last before blacking out on board the Hope: mid-thirties, I would guess. Brown, buzzcut hair combined with his square, wide shoulders and broad chin, he looks military, for a lack of a better word. The whole vibe he gives off feels aggressive and angry. Can’t say it makes me feel all warm and fuzzy.

Kieran pulls up to his full height, shoulders pulled back. Anger flares in his eyes and colors his voice. “It’s you again.”

“Indeed, it’s me.” The man smiles, but it does nothing to reassure me, not when his gaze stays cold and hard. “I wish we had met under different circumstances, but your actions have made it impossible not to intervene.” He moves closer, like a panther, with soft, almost gliding steps. Like a man who’s used to watching his back and being attacked at any moment. Coming to a stop in front of Kieran, he looks him over, head to toe. “I thought you were taller.”

Kieran raises an eyebrow, unimpressed. “A hundred and ninety-two centimeters. Beats the number you got on your IQ by over a hundred.”

The other guy blinks, then grins, and this time for real. “They warned me you’re a smart ass. Seems like history got that part right.”

History. I try to move my legs, but my feet won’t budge, so I lift a hand to catch the man’s attention. “When are we?”

He keeps his gaze locked with Kieran for another second, then cocks his head and turns toward me. “On the other hand, it’s rather disturbing to see that history got you correct as well.”

Not quite sure whether that’s a compliment or not. Judging from about a combined whole minute of interaction, I’d probably go with not. “Why would that be disturbing?”

Within a second, he’s in front of me, fast, quiet, and so close, I feel his breath on my face when he speaks. “Because your obsession and addiction to meddling with time is what brought us into this mess in the first place.”

I jerk back, part from the words, part from the sensation of his exhale brushing over my face. “I—”

“Never mind, save your words for the court.” He looks down his nose at me. “Quite disappointing. All this damage. And in the end, you’re nothing but a stupid little gir—”

“Yeah, hold it right there.” Hell to the no! Like Kieran, I stand straighter, pulling my shoulders back. I’ve been bullied all my life as the daughter of a pro-Magellan USEF-officer, I won’t just stand here and take what he dishes out. Giving him the fakest smile ever, I put my hands on my hips. “I know you’re feeling all strong and superior right now, but I’ll let you in on a secret.” I lower my voice to a whisper. “Only my feet are locked up.” Lightning fast, I shoot my hands forward and wrap them around his throat. Surprise flashes across his face—

A slap a sensation of doom hits me, one split-second of just knowing this man is trouble, and will be trouble.

As fast as it came, the feeling is gone as his hands come up to mine, desperately pulling, yanking, clawing at them. 

I shake off that weird sensation and widen my smile, while keeping my fingers relaxed around his throat, and I’m using that term loosely here. “Now, this is me not choking you. Why, you ask? Because I’d like to make a good impression, despite your less than stellar manners.” 

Kieran gives a soft little chuckle, so soft, I doubt the man could hear it. Plus, he’s busy pulling on my wrists, to no avail: Magellan strength. Okay, half-Magellan strength, but still better than his. And I take it back: there’s no way he’s military or trained to fight, even though he looks the part. He’d know how to defend against a simple choke from the front. Heck, the way I’m standing, I’m wide open. One good kick to the groin and I’d let go for sure, yet all he does is pry at my fingers.

I let go with an exaggerated drop of my hands. “Okay then. Let’s pretend the last few minutes didn’t happen and start over. Hi, I’m Lieutenant Nonie Thorburn, and this is Captain Kieran Wildason. I think you know that, but still. What’s your name?” Commence exaggerated fake-smiling.

The man scoots two steps back, out of my reach, massaging his throat. Wimp. I didn’t even squeeze it. Much. 

He presses his lips into a thin line. “Cormac Sheridan, First Executioner of the FBTI.”

I suppress a flinch. None of that sounded good. I’m part of the FBTI, and granted, I know next to nothing about our FBTI, since I was kind of kept busy since my recruitment, but one should hope they’d treat one of their own a tad nicer. Plus, excuse me, Executioner? That sounds cheerful. Can’t imagine Taro Magona being okay with that wording. 

Still, I keep my expression carefully neutral. “Thank you, Mister Sheridan. Now, if you wouldn’t mind telling us when and where we are…?”

Sheridan drops his hands from his neck, still glaring at me. Guess he’s a sore loser when he isn’t in control. “You’re at the Confederation’s headquarters. The year is 2399.”

Holy—! The sound of my pulse swells in my ears. 2399. That’s a hundred years from when we were, a whole century! My stomach drops as I look over at Kieran, catching his eye. He doesn’t like the news any more than I do.

Sheridan clears his throat and cranks his neck. “If that comes as a surprise, it shouldn’t. You should’ve known that somebody would catch up with you. And by the way, thank you.” Anger tightens his features. “I won’t underestimate you again, Thorburn. Unbelievable that people thought you two were on the right side of history.” The last words come out hissed, and they slice like a knife. A self-indulgent, nasty smile tugs on the corners of his lips. “I’m so glad I’m getting the chance to remove your impact on the timeline for the rest of your lives.”

 




Chapter Two - 
Change of Scenery
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Confederation Headquarters, 2399

 

Sheridan walks toward the door. “Come,” he says, without looking back, and continues to walk, turning to the right after he exits.

And yet, I don’t move. 

Remove your impact on the timeline. He said it with such hate in his voice, such… disgust, it feels like he punched me in the stomach. It feels real. And it feels uncalled for, maybe that’s what’s stunning me the most. All that hate—why? I don’t get it. We haven’t done anything!

“Nonie, hey.” Kieran nudges me and jerks his chin in the direction Sheridan vanished in, the muscles in his jaw working overtime. “In the interest of cooperation, we should probably do as he says.”

“What— Uhh, yeah. Yeah, you’re right.” I shake my head once, twice, then try to lift my foot— And it works. Not stuck. With a small, faint smile, I look at Kieran. “Guess we have no excuse to not go with him, huh?”

He lowers his gaze and shakes his head once. “Unfortunately, we don’t. But it might be helpful. We need to find out as much as possible besides our location and the time we’re in,” he murmurs to me, his hard gaze trained on the door Sheridan vanished through. “Could you jump us back home, under the right circumstances?”

“You mean, if I had a Setayashi-emitting device? Sure, that shouldn’t be a problem. But—”

“Prisoners, follow.” The same voice that told us to stop a few minutes earlier echoes through the room.

Kieran frowns and pinches the bridge of his nose. “Let’s comply for now. Who knows what other tricks they have up their sleeves. Keep your eyes and ears open, Lieutenant.”

I nod and fall into step next to him. No need to remind me. “Always.”

“By the way,” he adds under his breath, a bit of his usual playfulness returning to his tone, “the way you choked him? Badass. I like it.” A much more Kieran-like mischievous smile plays around his lips, making him look way more like the man I knew back in his own time.

My cheeks warm, I shrug. “I can’t say I appreciated his way of talking to us.” Or how he brought us here. Or how we were treated so far. And while old me from a few months ago would not have choked somebody to prove a point, new me has been through a few rough spots. I’ve lost my innocence and definitely my fear of confrontation, of fighting. One could say I had a pretty intense desensitization happen lately. Not sure if that’s a good thing, but it for sure comes in handy in my line of work.

Kieran huffs. “I’m with you on that one. I hope he learned some manners.” He walks past me and leads the way, following Sheridan.

As soon as we leave our room, the light behind us turns back to bright white. I wonder if that’s—

Kieran comes to a dead stop so suddenly I ram my shoulder into his back. “Sorry, I—” And then I see why he stopped so abruptly. “Sun and Stars.” The view punches a puff of air out of my lungs. When we thought we might be under a dome, we were right. We were. 

And we were not the only ones.

Dozens and dozens of these things block my view. I can’t see anything but them. I let my gaze drift from one white, milky dome to the next, then look back to ours. They’re all the same, about four meters high, about four in diameter, lined up neatly in rows, from what I can see. What I can’t see is where they stop, or a ceiling above us, even though this is clearly an indoor space. There could be hundreds on this floor, no idea. I can’t make out any overhead lights, and they don’t need them: All illumination comes from the domes around us. It’s quite the eerie sight, like we were ants sitting on a large sheet of illuminated bubble wrap.

“Do I need to make you move?” Sheridan waits for us about five meters ahead.

Ignoring him, Kieran lowers his head to mine. “What is this place?”

“Not their guest quarters,” I reply. “There must be over a hundred of these—”

“We have one thousand Sensory Deprivation-chambers in this location, if you must know. And now move, or again, I’m going to make you and it will be my pleasure.” This time, Sheridan sounds even more grumpy, if that’s possible. Definitely not a cheerful guy.

Kieran and I exchange a look and catch up with him. He leads us past another of these bubble-chamber things, and—

I gasp. “They’re transparent!” There, in the middle of the bubble next to ours, stands a man, his back to us, head bowed, hands in his pockets. He sways his upper body left and right in a rhythmic fashion. To be honest… it looks like he’s lost his mind.

Sheridan throws a dismissive glance over his shoulder. “Of course, they are. We like to keep track of our prisoners.”

My mouth drops open. No kidding—we couldn’t see a thing from the inside, but apparently that’s not true from the outside.

Kieran pokes me into the ribs. “Look at that one.” He points to the bubble on our left. A woman, in her fifties, maybe, limps over to the wall closer to us. It looks like she was coming for us, but even though she’s technically looking in our direction, I doubt she sees us. I doubt she can see us.

When she’s close to the wall next to us though… It turns milky, just like it was for us on the inside.

“Did you see that?” I look over at Kieran, trying my best not to stumble over my feet while keeping up with Sheridan. Being on display is not my preferred way to spend the day, but if there’s a way to change that…

He nods. “I did. I wonder—”

“Nu-uh.” Without looking back, Sheridan lifts his index finger and wiggles it. “Don’t even think about it. It’s the privacy function for the bathroom. You have ninety seconds to complete whatever you don’t want others to see. You need more time, tough luck.”

Oh. Okay. Be thankful for small favors, right?

Sheridan leads us past several more of these bubbles, most of them inhabited—occupied?—with only one person in them. How lonely must it be in there, all by yourself, surrounded by nothing but seemingly endless white? Do they know their every move is visible from the outside? And who’s watching? I crane my neck, looking for cameras, for anything that could be used for observation, but don’t see anything. Doesn’t mean it’s not there though. Our technology is bound to change within a century.

After about two minutes, we reach a clearing of sorts, a circular area without any bubble-thingies, maybe the diameter of three of them combined.

“Stop.” Sheridan lifts a hand and—

“Ngh!” Both of us grunt when our feet lock with the floors as inertia tries to continue its job and carries our bodies forward. Sheesh! That’s bound to throw out somebody’s knee at one point.

With a smug look on his face, the executioner faces us, but if he wanted us to show our annoyance, it’s not happening. Both Kieran and I are carrying a neutral expression. Neither of us is going to give him the satisfaction of a reaction.

Sheridan raises his voice. “Sheridan plus two, main court.”

Is he dematting us? Kieran and I exchange a glance—

—and within an instant our surroundings have changed. Gone is the darkness with the bubbles, and here we are, in a large, sun-flooded room with floor-to-ceiling windows on three sides. No transition, no tingling, no slow loss of perception and gradual return of it. Just the strangest sensation of disorientation with the change of surroundings. Here one second—there the next.

“Holy Sun and Stars!” I wheeze. That was… within the blink of an eye. Whoa.

“The accused, Your Honor.” Sheridan steps back, leaving us to face a large wooden podium and a woman sitting behind it, neither of which I had really noticed in the two seconds since dematting here. I was kind of busy recovering from… positional displacement. But it’s not the woman who gives my heart a little pause. Neither is it the other male human to her left side, seated about half a meter farther back. Or the large FBTI-symbol on the wall behind her. Nope. That little skipped beat to my heart would be courtesy of the person seated to her right: The person in Essken armor. An Essken. Here. With us. Not in their realm. 

As if it needed to make up for the delay, my heart beats twice as fast. An Essken! If that means humans and Essken learned to get along, it makes me happy despite the predicament Kieran and I are currently in. Could he be Lorr? But it’s a hundred years later, so probably not? Or, how old do Essken get? It could be him, but then, they all look the same in their armor, no offense. 

Kieran sucks in a sharp gasp, drowned out by the judge’s words. “Thank you, First Executioner,” says the woman. “Are these the two accused?”

“Yes, Your Honor. I apprehended them myself, minutes after the uprising of ’95.”

“Very good, indeed. Optimal timing.” The judge nods, her brown curly hair bouncing around her head. Her age is tough to guess. On the one hand her hair shows some streaks of grey, but on the other, her skin is tight and without any wrinkles. She could be thirty, or she could be fifty. Judging by the authority in her voice, I’m guessing closer to fifty.

She raises one hand. “Identity check!”

For one short, yet incredibly long second something moves over and through me, like… a warm sensation bringing tingling and the slightest bit of dizziness and disorientation. As soon as the sensation is gone, a voice comes from somewhere: “Scan completed. Nonie Thorburn, age 18. Kieran Wildason, age 23. Temporal displacement of 104 years noted in both specimens.”

Excuse me, specimens? Really? And also, I’m not eightee— Oops. Maybe I am eighteen. When I returned home with Mashaule on September 14th, it was after my birthday, so yes: I was eighteen years old. Am eighteen years old. Weird disappointment washes over me: I missed my birthday! I missed becoming an official adult! It’s something so completely mundane in the great scheme of things it shouldn’t matter, yet it does.

I missed becoming an adult.

But while I missed one single, albeit important, birthday, Kieran seems to officially have missed several while in the Realm. That scan still labeled him as twenty-three, not… sixty-two. Ouch. I suppress a grimace thinking that number as the judge leans forward to get a better look at us. I’m sure we’re making a splendid first impression, Kieran in his uniform he donned about 140 years in the past, me in mine I put on before getting him out of the Realm. Neither of us looks presentable, really.

“Captain Kieran Wildason and Lieutenant Nonie Thorburn.”

“That would be correct,” Kieran says, stepping forward in what I call his captain’s pose: shoulders straight, chin up, eye contact with the other party. “And you are?”

“Judge Naila Alberti, First Judge of the FBTI’s High Court.” She inclines her head in greeting, showing some more silver strands on her head. “These are my Second Judges, Ivan Gudino, and Tinn.” She gestures first at the human, then at the Essken. “I apologize for the way you were brought here, which I imagine must’ve been somewhat distressing, but we had no other choice.”

Kieran raises a brow. “No other choice—why? Why did you bring us here in the first place, lack of options or not?” Despite keeping his voice level, the irritation in it is clear. He opens his palms to the ceiling. “An explanation of why we were torn from our time and held captive here would be appreciated.”

That’s definitely more politely said than I would’ve phrased it.

Judge Alberti folds her hands in front of her. “I understand your frustration, Captain. Let me counter your question with one of mine. What is your understanding of time? How does it work?”

Kieran narrows his brows. “I’m not an expert in time—”

“But you are. Your ship, the Pioneer, gave shelter to a stranded time traveler.” She points at me, then back at Kieran. “You yourself spent many years in the Essken Realm, not aging, before you were brought out of it by Lieutenant Thorburn. For somebody who claims to not be an expert, you have seen and experienced more peculiarities of time than ninety-nine point nine-nine percent of humanity ever have or will. Please answer the question. What is your understanding of time?” Her gaze hardens with the last words, and Kieran tenses even more than he did with her mentioning the Realm.

“My understanding of time is that it flows in one direction, and we travel it in one direction from birth to death as we age. Usually, at least.” He gives me the same pointed look the judge gave me a minute earlier. “Obviously, that is an incomplete picture, given that time worked differently in the Essken Realm and that I’m not a temporal scientist, but that’s my understanding. But please, enlighten me.” He looks first at the judge, then the Essken, who inclines his head, the only visible reaction to Kieran’s words. 

I’m not hearing a voice inside my head, like in the Realm—and Lorr had said they couldn’t communicate with us in ours, hence, all our issues and the decades-long war. So, how do we talk to him? Does he understand us? I mean, Tinn’s an appointed judge, so I would hope so.

Alberti raises one eyebrow but ignores Kieran’s little barb. “Then you do understand that changes will ripple through the stream of time, correct? What happens in the past, affects the future.”

Well, duh. That’s why I was always so very careful when in the past. Changing the-slash-my future I wanted to return to wasn’t really high on my list of priorities.

Kieran’s expression says he’s thinking about the same, yet he stays polite. “Yes, Your Honor. That’s the theory as I understand it.”

She nods. “Then you will also understand that we must take all precautions possible to secure the timeline as it is intended to progress, as inconvenient as they may seem. It is our responsibility.”

Okay, is it just me or was that directed at, or rather, against me? Feels like it, and boy, does it go against the grain. All I have been doing since I was thrown into the whole time-travel adventure is pay attention to my actions and their potential effect to minimize interference. And to have her insinuate I did something wrong… Not cool. 

I lift my chin up high. “Excuse me, everything I did, I did in alignment with my First Sense. I—”

Sheridan snaps at me. “Your First Sense, Lieutenant? That, if historic records are correct, you barely found out about a few weeks ago, from your point of view? Are we really to trust our future on that?”

I jerk back. Whoa. Uncalled for. “I’ve been getting better—”

“But obviously not good enough.” Sheridan takes me by the upper arm and yanks me around. “We’re lucky I could take you two from where you were easy to access before you could commit your crimes.” He growls, anger flaring in his eyes.

“Executioner!” There’s warning in Alberti’s voice, but Sheridan doesn’t let go.

Okay then. I twist and pull my arm free, this close to hitting him in the face for manhandling me like that. Alas, I have bigger fish to fry, because: before Kieran and I could commit our crimes? Before? And plural? 

Giving Sheridan a warning glance to better not touch me again, I address the judge. “Your Honor, if the captain and I haven’t committed whatever crime you’re accusing us of, we shouldn’t be here. You cannot judge us by something we haven’t even done yet.” 

“Thank you so much for that, Executioner.” Alberti doesn’t even so much as move a facial muscle, even though her voice drips with sarcasm. She directs her attention to us, the sarcasm gone. “Lieutenant, it is well within the FBTI’s authorization to intervene whenever it is necessary. Literally whenever it is necessary. We adhere to our guidelines. To data. I can highly suggest reading the temporal research by K. Okata et al, if you’re confused. In your case—” 

Sheridan makes a slashing motion with his hand. “In your case, the evidence is clear. We need to act to protect ourselves—”

“Executioner!” Alberti slams a palm down onto the desk before her, and both other judges jerk back. For once, she glares at the FBTI agent instead of us. “Do not disrespect the court again, or I will have you removed from the proceedings. No matter you report directly to the Taro, you do not and will not speak for me, is that understood?”

It takes Sheridan a good three seconds before he can unclench his jaw and bite out a reply. “Yes, Your Honor.”

“Good. And to be clear, I agreed with the Taro and consented to the capture of these two, but they have not been found guilty yet.”

We haven’t? Because it surely sounds like it.

“But—” Sheridan snaps his mouth shut with Alberti’s angry glance.

“As discussed with Taro Izola, we will review the evidence he provided and then decide on a course of action.”

The muscles in Sheridan’s jaw pop, that’s how hard he’s biting down. Alberti takes a slow, deep breath and exhales it over several seconds. Now, I’m not saying the enemy of my enemy is my friend, but right now, Sheridan is less my friend than the judge. Which means, she is the person to convince how ridiculous this all is.

Putting on my best I’m-very-harmless-and-also-confused-face I raise my hand. “I need a clarification, please. Whatever we did in the past has served as the basis upon which your time developed, so if you keep us from doing whatever you accuse us of, wouldn’t that alter the course of the timeline and erase your time as you know it?” Please, let’s clarify. Because as she had us explain like school children, changes travel into the future: We do something to mess up Sheridan’s family, he never is born, ergo, the timeline is changed. For the better maybe, but I don’t want to be mean.

As if he had read my thoughts, Sheridan hisses out a reply. “Your actions build the foundation upon which we exist—”

Hah! I knew it! “Thank you for pointing that out and—”

“—and we’re making sure it stays that way, no thanks to either of you!” He glares at me as if I was his personal enemy number one.

Wow. Dramatic much? “I appreciate that you’re looking out for the timeline, I really do, but what does that even mean? Whatever happened, happened, and here we—you—are.” It’s about the principle first and foremost: “I guess I’m asking if the future can dictate to the past what it’s supposed to do?”

Sheridan huffs out loud. “You’re looking for loopholes? Unbelie—”

“Executioner Sheridan, impulse control, please. I’m growing impatient with you. For many reasons. I understand your point of view might be different due to the Taro’s and your line of work, but this is my courtroom, and you will act accordingly.” Judge Alberti raises her voice only the slightest, but it shuts him up on the spot. “Lieutenant, you are allowed to make your own decisions. In fact, heeding my own advice, looking at the temporal research by K. Okata et al, it is encouraged. But in your case, the situation is more complicated.” She sighs. “Since the executioner barged ahead, I guess an explanation is in order. See, the sum of all your actions developed the timeline. We’re here because of what you and the people of your time did or didn’t do, and there’s no judgement in that statement. That’s all fair game. But the problem is that we have evidence our intervention is needed to secure the unchanged flow of time.”

“Excuse me?” Kieran shakes his head. “You need to interfere? But that would change—”

“Not if we have already done it.”

I groan. “A predestination paradox? You are where you are and exist because of the intervention, now you have to go back and make sure it happens?” If that doesn’t sound like my life, I don’t know what does.

“Correct. But mind you, I haven’t made up my mind yet whether the data supports that theory. We got you here because it seems to be part of the expected flow of time. What comes next, I will have to carefully evaluate. Clearly, the timeline progresses to where we are right now, or we wouldn’t be here, you are correct. The question becomes, does it so without our intervention, or because of it?”

“And—” Sheridan snaps his mouth shut when he catches the judge’s glance, and so do I. Now is not the moment to antagonize her, no matter what my First Sense says—and no, it’s not happy. I have about a hundred comments and as many questions, but only one is truly urgent. “So, what is it that has you all so nervous? What is it you’re trying to prevent from changing?”

Kieran lifts a hand, catching the judge’s attention. “And if you’re worried about us doing something that would alter the timeline, maybe give us a pointer so we can avoid that action.”

“I appreciate the input, Captain, but unfortunately it’s not that easy.” Alberti gives Kieran a small smile, the first since we’ve met her. “I will need some time, ironically, to come to a conclusion. We will gather more data, but keep you in our custody in the meantime. Also, I intend to talk to both of you to come up with a better-informed opinion after I’ve looked at all the evidence.” She holds up a wrist-PAD—that’s PADdy, that’s mine!

“Oh,” Sheridan says, stepping forward. “Speaking of. Taro Izola requested the accused’s PAD for further evaluation.” He holds his hand up and out for her to drop the device in it, but Alberti only gives him a dismissive glance.

“I will personally carry this piece of evidence with me, Executioner. Please inform the Taro I don’t just trust anybody with it.”

As if slapped, Sheridan flinches. “But—”

“Again, Captain, Lieutenant,” the judge addresses us, ignoring Sheridan, “I apologize for uprooting your lives, but I’d rather have history judge me for interrupting yours than for destroying billions of others.”

“Destroying billions—” Kieran takes sharp intake of air with those words.

“Unfortunately, yes. From the data the Taro provided me, it is quite clear that without our intervention you, Captain, will be responsible for the death of billions, a mass-murder not possible without your help, Lieutenant. If not prevented, Earth would lose ninety percent of its population because of the two of you.”
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As Sheridan escorts us back, the judge’s last sentence keeps on playing over and over inside my head. … Earth would lose ninety percent of its population because of the two of you. It sounds unfathomable. Impossible. I can’t imagine any scenario where Kieran and I would let this happen.

But then, sometimes things happen, whether we want them to or not.

I steal a glance over at him. He didn’t even flinch with the demat back to that bubble field. Hasn’t even looked left or right, just stared ahead, unblinking, face an unreadable mask as Sheridan escorts us to our bubble-prison.

Prison. To prevent the death of billions. 

Is that what they’re going to do? Lock us away? They can’t. Not that I’m thinking the world revolves around us, but I’d imagine us missing would change things, which would then affect their now, unless of course we both die in whatever it is Kieran does—with my help—that kills billions.

If that isn’t a sobering and depressing thought, I don’t know what is.

So, what are they going to do about it, assuming they can’t and won’t imprison us here? Send us home with a list of dos and don’ts? But isn’t that going to affect our actions—because that’s the point of telling us? Isn’t that going to alter the timeline then as well, us knowing? Or is that what the judge hinted at, them telling us is what keeps us from going down that road?

A bitter taste lingers in the back of my throat. None of what I heard sounds right. None of it feels right, and that would be my First Sense recognizing that, thank you very much.

Sheridan leads us back to our bubble and leaves us alone, the opening closing behind him without a sound. It’s as white, milky, and empty in here as before. One could think the last thirty minutes didn’t happen, but they did. And boy, did they change things.

“Hey.” I wrap my arms around Kieran and pull him into me. “You’re taking what they said with a grain of salt, right?” I bury my face in his shirt. His scent does wonders to my endorphins. It’s like a cure-all for everything and anything. Sad? Angry? Frustrated? Take a sniff of Kieran. Huh. Okay, that sounded weird, but it does help. 

Taking another deep inhale, I lift my head when he doesn’t respond. “I don’t believe they’ve got everything figured out.”

“I’m not so sure, Nonie. Not so sure.” He draws me into his chest tighter, making it impossible for me to crane my neck even more to keep looking at him.

Sighing, I cuddle into his shoulder, willing him to feel how much I’m on his side. “They’re judging us by something we haven’t done, and something we may never do, now that we’re warned. Besides that, I’m feeling they shouldn’t be meddling with time, even though in this case I do understand the reason for it, my First Sense doesn’t like what it’s been hearing. What if it’s all just a load of BS?”

Kieran huffs, the sound rumbling through his chest. “Again, not so sure. You told me Mashey has been trying to kill me to save billions of lives. Well. I do see a pattern here. Can I even fault them for abducting us knowing what I do now? Maybe the Temporal War is all about that, trying to keep billions of people from being killed. Trying to keep me from killing billions of people. I—”

Excuse me, what? I jerk back and place both my hands on his cheeks. “No. No, no, no. Don’t even go there. You are not responsible for anything like that. You are not killing billions of people, Kieran!”

The muscles in his jaw harden under my palms. “Their Taro seems to think differently.”

“Why do you assume just because they’re from the future they know better?” I throw my hands in the air, then wrap my arms around him again as Kieran leans back to give me a look that says, duh. 

“Because they’ve seen how history played out?”

I shake my head. “And they’re giving us their version, Kieran! Their filtered, biased version of something that hasn’t happened yet. We have no overview of the whole history and have to go by their word and against what my First Sense tells me is right!”

He focuses his gaze on somewhere behind my left ear. “I can’t risk billions of lives on your First Sense. Who knows if it’s even right—”

I suck in a sharp breath. “Ouch, Kieran. Ouch.” Do I know I’m a newbie with everything Magellan and time-travel? Uh, yes. But that doesn’t mean I couldn’t trust my First Sense. I always did, my whole life, only I didn’t know what that sensation in the pit of my stomach was. Still, it’s never led me astray.

He grimaces. “I’m sorry. That was uncalled for. I’m sorry.”

I get it. He doesn’t have a First Sense to put the judge’s words into perspective. Of course he’s frustrated, shocked, and probably terrified by what Alberti said. None of it is easy to digest. I can’t say I’m happy about it either, but at least I do have my First Sense backing me up.

I lay one palm against his cheek, gentler this time, and turn his face toward me. “Hey. I understand. You hear me? I understand. But I’m not ready to risk your life or mine on two people’s statements. Snap out of it, Kieran. We’ve got to get more data. There’s a mystery event caused by us supposedly wiping out ninety percent of people on Earth? How do they know? Where’s the junction where we made a decision that led to that disaster? We’ve got to know what we’re dealing with. We’ve got to get out of here, or we’re always only going to get a one-sided opinion.”

For the longest moment, Kieran holds my gaze, not a muscle twitching in his face. Just when I’m about to wave a hand in front of his eyes to check if he’s in there, he pulls me closer and lowers his head so his breath brushes across my ear. With one hand, he slides the hairband off my ponytail so my hair falls down the length of my back. Dropping his voice to a mere whisper, his lips brush my ear. “They can see us from the outside. I’m sure they have surveillance equipment in here, video, audio, whatever. We need to be more than careful what we talk about.”

The relief of hearing him talk like a USEF captain is immense. I let go of a slow exhale. Hiding his words behind my hair is a good idea. I nod and move my arms around his neck, so I can conceal my mouth behind them. “Agree.” 

His chest expands and he holds a breath before speaking again. “You’re right. I’m sorry. Again. I know better than to blindly trust them, especially after you told me about that Temporal War.” 

My pulse kicks up a notch. “Exactly! I can’t help but wonder if somebody from the future is trying to make us do whatever the judge is trying to prevent. Could be. Or could be the opposite. They’re not giving us much to go by.”

“No, but I doubt we’re going to get anything useful out of those two.”

The way he emphasizes those two speaks volumes. I crank my head to look up at him while keeping my lips hidden. “You’re hoping somebody else will give us more information.”

“I’m counting on it. You are, as I said, correct. We’ve got to get more data. Problem is—and you’re right there as well—a second opinion is hard to come by in these accommodations. Getting out of here should be our main objective, but obviously that’s not going to be easy. We know next to nothing about their time and technology. Our best bet may be whenever we’re taken somewhere else. We need to be ready to act within a moment’s notice.”

I lower my head against his shoulder again, glad Kieran is back to more his normal self. Or, at least pretending to be more his normal self. “Agree. Once we’re out, we hide and work on a plan to get back to our time. And to find out what it is we’re supposed to do, or not supposed to do.” Because I couldn’t live my life watching out for abductions from the future or double-guessing every step I take, afraid it might be the one to destroy billions of others, and I know neither could Kieran.

Kieran lowers one hand and twirls a strand of hair around his fingers, silent for now. Not difficult to figure out what’s running through his head.

I squeeze him harder. “We’ll figure this out, Kieran. I—”

For the shortest, most dizzying moment, the ground shifts under our feet, like we stepped on quicksand. The sensation is gone as fast as it came, but both of us felt it. We both twitch at the same time.

Kieran stiffens. “Did you feel—”

“Please do not move or respond.”

Holy Sun and Stars! That voice is directly inside my head, like when I was in the R—

“If you can hear me, both of you clear your throat.”

TBH, my first reflex is to not comply. But, you sneak communication in here and make it secretive, I get the feeling you’re on our side. Or, at least not on theirs.

Kieran must’ve come to the same conclusion. We both clear our throats.

“Wonderful. A heads up: We have a way of dematting you out of there, but it won’t be pretty. You have to stay as close together as possible, so right now is fine. Do not move, or we cannot guarantee a trauma-free rematerialization. Clear your throat if you understand.”

This time we’re both faster in complying. My heart speeds up, but so does Kieran’s. We’re more than close enough for me to feel it like my own.

“Get ready in three… two… one—”

The ground under my feet turns into quicksand and pain hits me like a truck on a highway. Holy Universe! My whole body feels like I’m being squished through a pinhole. The oddest sensation of stretching, stretching, streetchiiiing tears on my insides far beyond what a human, or half-Magellan body should be able to endure. For the shortest moment, I think I see a purple tree, a sparkling river, like in the Essken Realm, then everything turns black around me, but black with streaks, somehow. I can’t breathe, I can’t move. All that’s keeping me together is the sensation of being torn apart, ironically.

For the longest few seconds of my life I’m convinced this is it—

And then my feet hit slippery ground with a bam like I jumped off a roof. My knees buckle, the impact forcing me down into a crouch. I lose hold of Kieran and thrust out my hands, barely catching myself without face-planting, palms sliding over the cold, wet floor. Rain hits me, hard and ice cold. I look up and around, but it’s so dark, I only see an outline of Kieran next to me, on one knee, head bent down, one hand pressed to his stomach as the ground sways up and down, left and right.

“What the absolute—” He grunts, most of the words swallowed by—

Somebody grabs me by the arms and pulls me up hard—no, two people grab me, one on my left, one on my right. My first instinct is to fight, to pull away—

“Run, if you want to live! Come on, come on, move, move! We gotta get inside!” The woman to my left yells so loud against the wind, her voice breaks at the end. She tightens her grip around my arm, pulling harder. Something of what little I can see in her expression, maybe the wide eyes, the open mouth, and short little breaths she’s taking, maybe that she sounds so young, but whatever it is, it shuts my fight response down. For now.

I fall into a sprint through the darkness with the woman and the other person holding on to my arms. A gust of wind hits me in the face, bringing not just more rain, but also the scent of… salt. The ocean. My brain needed a minute to process the shift in location and make sense of my surroundings. It finally catches me up. We’re at sea. Definitely at sea, if the rocking and swaying of the ground under my feet is any indication. It’s too dark to make out details, but given that we’ve been running fast for a few seconds already, this isn’t just a small sailboat. If I’m not mistaken, thick, white lines are drawn onto the surface we sprint across, but I can’t be sure.

The ship bucks up and rolls to the left, throwing us into a stumble my biosynthetic left leg has a hard time compensating for. Another spray of cold, salty water hits my face. My feet slip while running, but so do everybody else’s. I suck in a surprised breath, cool air tickling the back of my throat, and catch my footing before sliding into a forced splits.

“Move, move!” The woman holding on to me screams on top of her lungs. A male voice grunts and yelps behind us—must be Kieran and whoever is quote-unquote escorting him. 

 My face is wet from the ocean’s spray and rain, my clothing feels damp, as a door opens seemingly out of nowhere, soft yellow light reaching out into the darkness. A woman waves from the inside, frantically. “Faster, guys, ten seconds! Ten seconds!”

Ten seconds—to what? My heart skips a beat with the urge in her voice and announcement of a countdown. I hate countdowns. 

Just before we burst through the hatch, the outline of a high wall, tower, or whatever, becomes visible, the door being the only structure of it I can make out clearly. The two people holding on to me shove me through first, but press after me, forcing me several meters into the ship before they hold me back and we stop. Kieran, flanked by two young men, crashes through the entrance a mere
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