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      Less than three hours ago, Diego Nadales had buried his best friend, said goodbye to the only woman he ever loved, and jumped into a different universe.

      His clothes were in tatters. His lungs still ached from the jump. His future had gone dark—and this alternate timeline was no brighter.

      The plan was simple: travel to the past, deliver a message, disappear. The odds of it changing anything were garbage. He’d jumped anyway.

      Now, the eighty-year-old stood in a thrift store that reeked of mothballs and desperation. Everything in the shop had a history. A couch with a suspicious stain. Lime-green disco boots missing a stud. An oak-veneered desk with a bad leg and a past it didn’t talk about.

      The whole place felt like a mistake.

      So did his jump.

      This Diego—older, grumpier than the timeline’s version—rummaged through a rack of uniforms, each movement slow, like he could still feel Isabelle’s hand slipping out of his. He told himself coming here was her idea, her choice. Like that made him less of a coward.

      He stopped at a fraying brown UPS jacket and checked the price.

      “It’ll do,” he grumbled, yanking it off the hanger.

      The coins he’d panhandled tugged at his pocket like shame. They were barely enough for the jacket. He glanced at the cashier, dropped a pair of scruffy slippers to the floor, and slid his stocking feet into them.

      It seems he’d left his money and his dignity back in 2075.

      One aisle over, another Diego prowled, unaware he was steps away from himself. In his home timeline, they called him Tego.

      He looked good for a thirty-something browsing in a thrift shop. A roll of twenties bulged in his pocket. His cart overflowed: sneakers, shirts, jeans, toiletries—even a suitcase.

      He wore a giant orange Stetson stamped with the Denver Broncos logo—swagger incarnate. The black wig under it killed the effect.

      He paused at a cracked mirror. Tilted his chin.

      “Looking good,” he said—then chuckled. “Like Zorro mated with a traffic cone.”

      He clicked the heels of his ruby-red high-tops. They were back in style, and he’d found two pairs in his size. One he wore now—tag tucked under the laces to pay for later. If he got lucky, he wouldn’t need the second pair.

      Anticipation rippled through him.

      Today, he would see her again. He’d waited years for this—for one precious glimpse. Then he would change the future.

      Or was it the past? He was beginning to lose track.

      He spun, ready to tip his hat to this universe, and froze.

      Across the aisle, an older version of himself—now struggling to force a fedora over his wispy gray hair—also froze.

      Two sets of brown eyes widened in recognition.

      The shop went still.

      A radio somewhere blasted “Careless Whisper.”

      The universe held its breath.

      “Mierda,” the older Diego croaked and tried to dive behind a pile of purses. But his foot slipped, and he landed on his back.

      “Less than a day in this timeline,” he muttered, “and you’ve already blown the first rule of time travel.”

      Tego stepped around the purses, pointing a trembling finger at him. “It’s—you?”

      They each waited for the other to pop out of existence.

      When nothing happened, the elderly man frowned. “You’re supposed to be at work.”

      Tego realized the old man thought he was the Diego from this timeline. “I’m not him. I’m from another universe.” He reached out and helped the old man to his feet. “Tego.”

      “Christ,” the older Diego said. “This means there’s three of us bumbling around the timeline.” He dusted off his pants and tugged the fedora back into place. “It could ruin everything.”

      Tego suppressed a grin. “Well, the universe didn’t implode, now did it, Gramps?”

      “It’s dangerous. You being here… me being… both of us in one…” The old man’s gaze shifted to other people in the store. “The deviations will be enormous, unpredictable.”

      Tego eyed him with a mix of curiosity and amusement. “Why are you here?”

      “Why are you?”

      They both stood there, glaring at the other.

      A clock ticked unevenly, like time was giving them the middle finger.

      They both pretended not to notice.

      The old guy huffed. “What sort of name is Tego?”

      “It’s a nickname,” Tego said. “Better than being Diego Number Three.”

      The old man’s eyes flicked to the hat, then back to Tego. He scowled. “That outfit screams, ‘Arrest me!’ Who are you supposed to be? Rodeo Elvis?”

      “This old thing?” Tego tugged on his Stetson. “It’s called blending in.”

      “Maybe in a Western.” The old man glanced past him. “Did you leave your horse outside?”

      “What about you?” Tego shot back. “You look like Indiana Jones got lost in a nursing home.”

      The old man grunted and adjusted his fedora. “Subtlety is key.”

      “A fedora and slippers?” Tego glanced at the man’s deteriorating jumpsuit. “Yeah, subtle is the word all right.”

      From behind the checkout counter, a woman with blue hair fixed them with a glare—probably weighing whether to call security.

      Tego cleared his throat and turned away. “Okay, take two. What’s your mission?”

      The old man squinted at him. “If you must know, I have a time-critical note for… well, us. It’s from Isabelle.”

      Tego’s grin faded. He stepped closer, still fiddling with his orange hat. “Your Isabel?”

      “Yeah,” the older Diego said with a dramatic sweep of his arm. “But that’s none of your business.”

      “I am your business.” Tego poked him in the chest. “We’re literally the same person. So what’s in the note, Gramps?”

      “Why do you keep calling me Gramps?”

      “Because ‘Walking Cautionary Tale’ was too long.” Tego lifted his chin. “What’s in the note?”

      “Shopping list,” Gramps said, clutching his UPS jacket tighter.

      Tego blinked. “What, like milk, eggs, and an extra paradox?”

      “You forgot regret. Never enough of that to go around.” The old man turned too fast and knocked over a teetering stack of metal picture frames, which he caught just before they hit the floor.

      Tego barked a laugh. “C’mon, Gramps. We both know you didn’t jump timelines for groceries.”

      The cashier gave them another dirty look.

      The old man took a slow breath and lowered his voice. “If I tell you, something terrible might⁠—”

      “What? The time stream collapses? Your ticket home disappears? The apocalypse shifts to something particularly nasty?” Tego snorted. “Been there. Done that.” He patted his pocket. “I’m here to give Isabel a jinn object.”

      “You are?” Gramps raised an eyebrow. “What timeline?”

      “Can’t tell you. But it’ll fix everything. At least, I think it will.” Tego fidgeted with his wig. “She needs to get it tonight.”

      Gramps narrowed one eye. “Maybe we can help each other. I need to deliver the note to my younger self. Make sure he reads it today.”

      Tego considered the proposition, then nodded. “That what the delivery getup is for?”

      “Yeah,” the old man said. “But I do the talking.”

      “Oh, absolutely.” The corner of Tego’s mouth twitched. “You’re clearly the charmer.”

      Neither moved—one all gristle and regret, the other still bouncing through life like cartilage was forever.

      Finally, Gramps sighed and shrugged one shoulder. “How old are you, anyway?”

      “It’s hard to keep track with all the jumps. Thirty-something. Close enough to pass as local. You?”

      “None of your goddamn business, Slick.”

      Tego pinched his nose. “Mierda, I hope I’m not this cranky when I hit eighty.”

      The old man didn’t smile. “You are.”

      “Something to look forward to,” Tego grumbled and turned away. “Can we just pay and get out of here?” He pulled a wad of cash out of his pocket. “I’m on a tight schedule to save the world.”

      “Where’d you get that?” Gramps blinked. “Rob a bank? You some sort of criminal?”

      Tego rolled his eyes. “I pawned a strand of pearls. Guaranteed organic.” He gave a laugh. “Best option, given the wormhole constraints. You?”

      Gramps grumbled something about being a little rushed.

      Tego pulled off the cowboy hat and smoothed the wig beneath it. “You’re welcome, by the way.”

      Gramps narrowed one eye. “For what?”

      “Me choking down kale and wheatgrass for decades—so you wouldn’t look like a raisin.”

      “Wasn’t for me, Sparky.”

      “Maybe not,” Tego said. “But you’re still cashing the checks.”

      Gramps adjusted his collar. “Isabelle always said I was vain—but at least I still got my hair.”

      Tego shrugged. “Can’t argue with that.” He tugged a pair of red high-tops out of his shopping cart and tossed them at Gramps. “Can’t have you running around in stolen goods.”

      “Thanks.” The old man ditched his slippers and put on the sneakers.

      He let Tego pay. What else was he going to do?

      The woman with the blue hair scowled at the ten packs of Dodgers-branded underwear, but neither man noticed.

      Five minutes later—hats on and one suitcase between them—two versions of the same man waited on a bench at the bus stop.

      Gramps adjusted his too-small jacket while Tego fiddled with his sunglasses. The late morning sun was starting to win out over the early autumn chill.

      “I’ll deliver your note to our guy,” Tego said. “But in exchange, you have to do something for me.”

      “What?” the old man said, his brow furrowed. “Murder someone?”

      “No,” Tego spat out. “Nothing illegal. Just bump into Isabel, drop a puzzle box with the shell into her purse, and hotfoot it out of there. No way she’ll recognize you.”

      The old man took a shell out of his pocket. He lifted his chin at his younger self. “Should we check?”

      “Why not?” Tego took out the puzzle box, pushed and pulled some hidden levers, and reached inside. Both men held their breath.

      There were no Houdini hijinks.

      “Not from the same timeline,” they murmured and put their shells away.

      Gramps cleared his throat. “How do you know she won’t recognize me?”

      Tego looked him over. “You have to trust me, mae. I just do.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      Tego smirked. “I’m not on trial.”

      Gramps narrowed his eyes. “You talked to her.”

      “Might have.”

      “You little bastard.”

      It wasn’t a question, but Tego nodded anyway.

      “Before or after today?”

      “After,” Tego said. “But it was a long time ago.”

      Gramps squinted at him, suspicion curdling into something sadder. “So how is your shell gonna save this timeline?”

      “Not this timeline. My timeline. And maybe yours. What comes around, goes around.”

      “It’s too late for my world.” Gramps stared at his shoes. “I’m only here because I couldn’t say no to her.”

      “None of us can,” the younger man said. He set his hand on Gramps’ arm. “But it’s never too late. You know how complicated the multiverse can get.”

      Gramps muttered something about snowflakes in hell.

      Tego leaned back on the bench and put his hands behind his head. “And don’t act like you’re above all this. You’re the one trying to deliver a note by pretending to be the world’s oldest delivery guy.”

      Gramps sighed. “It’s a simple plan. Direct. Effective.”

      Tego scoffed.

      A bus squealed to a stop on the other side of the street, and people streamed out. The two men watched them walk down the sidewalk.

      “Don’t even know they’re doomed,” Gramps said. “Poor bastards.”

      Both men were quiet, lost in thought.

      “What was it for you?” Tego asked. “Pandemic? Bots? Asteroid?”

      Gramps exhaled. “Bots, mostly.”

      Tego nodded. “Those are the worst.” He glanced at the old man. “Don’t know what it’s going to be for us yet.”

      They both leaned forward, resting their elbows on their thighs.

      “What about your Isabelle?” Gramps held his breath, afraid of what the younger man’s answer might be.

      “Izzy,” he said, half smiling. “She goes by Izzy.” He swallowed. “Went by Izzy. I lost her a year ago.”

      “Christ. I’m sorry.” The old man stared down at his hands.

      “Well, you know how it is,” Tego said. “She doesn’t make it to fifty in most universes.”

      Gramps pressed his lips together. “Mine is eighty—but dying. I left her alone in Dave’s defunct biodome to come here.” He expected the younger man to berate him for abandoning the love of his life.

      Tego shrugged. “She can be very persuasive.” He reached out his hand and set it on the older man’s shoulder. “Believe me, I’ve done worse.”

      “Let’s hope our man in this timeline doesn’t screw it up again,” Gramps said.

      “That’s what you’re here to prevent, right?” Tego glanced over at him.

      He nodded.

      “Can I see the note?”

      Gramps didn’t answer, just stared at the sidewalk.

      “Your world can’t get any worse, am I right?”

      “Oh, it definitely can,” the old man said, but handed it over. His heart pounded in his throat as Tego unfolded the handmade paper.

      “God, I miss her,” Tego said, running his finger across the handwriting.

      Gramps snuffed his nose. “Me too.”

      “Have you factored in the security guard in the lobby—what’s-his-name? He was always a hard-ass.” Tego handed the note back to him. “He’s going to know you’re a fake the moment he lays eyes on you.” The younger man scrubbed his hand across his clean-shaven face. “What if we leave it in Nadales’ car?”

      Gramps scowled at him. “Great idea, Sherlock. He won’t read it until he leaves work tonight, probably after midnight. My Isabelle will die in vain, and I’ll be stuck in this godforsaken timeline until whatever flavor of Doomsday gets me.”

      “We’ll set off the car alarm,” Tego said and nudged him on the shoulder. “He’ll have to come outside.”

      “What if the alarm shuts off?” Gramps crossed his arms. “Sometimes it does that.”

      Tego blew out a sharp breath. “Then we’ll trip it again. Or we could wait for the stars to align and hope he reads it telepathically.”

      They shuffled their feet in near-perfect synchrony.

      Tego rubbed his hands together. “Here’s the plan: First, we deliver your note. Then, we get a bite to eat, get a room, and change clothes. This evening, we sneak the seashell into Isabel’s bag. Tomorrow, we start making money. After that, we stake out the mountain and wait for them to get the spacetime bridge working. Then you use their setup to go back right after you left. Problem solved.”

      “What are you gonna do?”

      “I got a recall coming in thirty days. If I miss that one, there’ll be another in a year. And again every five years until I make it home.”

      “Home?” Gramps muttered. “God help us.” But an idea had already started to form—an idea that sent hope and longing pouring into his aging chest.

      Maybe he could save Isabelle.

      They caught the next bus toward downtown, arguing over whose delivery plan was stupider and whether or not the multiverse would survive the other’s incompetence.

      By the time they reached Gemini Solutions, Gramps was already spouting off about his plan to bump into Isabel outside the law office that evening. Tego tried to tune him out as they climbed the parking garage stairs.

      “That’s his car,” they both said, pointing at a beat-up CR-V parked in a corner.

      “Do you think there’s a timeline where we drive a Porsche?” Gramps asked.

      “Haven’t found it,” Tego said. He whipped out a pocketknife and walked toward the car.

      “What are you doing?” Gramps hissed, hurrying to catch up.

      “Getting the door open.”

      Gramps rolled his eyes, walked to the back of the car, and pulled the spare key off the bumper. He opened the driver’s door, hung the note over the steering wheel, relocked the car, and put the key back. “Youth is wasted on the young,” he said as he stepped away.

      Tego shoved the car with his foot, and the alarm triggered.

      The older man muttered something about amateurs as they scurried into the shadows.

      Sure enough, a minute later, a harried-looking Diego appeared, jangling his keys. He slid into the seat, silenced the alarm, and froze when he saw the note.

      The two displaced versions watched as Diego unfolded the paper, his expression shifting from confusion to shock. He sat still for more than a minute, then pulled out his phone and dialed a number.

      The other Diegos exchanged an anxious glance.

      “Who’s he calling?” Gramps whispered.

      “Please tell me it’s not the cops.”

      “Well, if this doesn’t work out,” Gramps said, “the three of us could always audition to be the new Three Stooges.”

      Tego shushed him.

      Diego’s voice floated across the garage. “Hello? I’d like to make a dinner reservation for tonight. A table for two facing the mountains, please. Seven o’clock.”

      Tego elbowed Gramps. “See? Flawless execution. You’re welcome again.”

      Gramps scoffed. “This doesn’t make us friends.”

      “Friends? No, no,” Tego said with a smirk. “We’re partners in crime. Big difference.”

      Lunch was a cheap burger joint with questionable hygiene but decent fries, the kind of place where the tables wobbled and the ketchup bottles looked sticky. But Gramps was in heaven—he hadn’t had fries in years. Still, he insisted on sitting with his back to the wall, grumbling about how he didn’t trust Tego’s judgment.

      “Stop fidgeting,” Tego said, slurping his milkshake. He’d stuffed the wig in his pocket like a dead animal but kept the Stetson. “You’re drawing attention.”

      “Says the guy with the neon cowboy hat.” Gramps speared a fry. “You look like a mascot for the book of bad ideas.”

      “And yet, my ideas work,” Tego said. “Speaking of which, are you ready for your close-up tonight?”

      “Yes,” Gramps said, though his expression betrayed a flicker of doubt. “You sure she won’t recognize me?”

      “Relax. This is the easy part.”

      After lunch, Tego paid for a room in a cheap motel and asked for two keys. As Gramps waited outside, Tego tucked most of his cash into the closet safe, entered four numbers, and shut the door. Tego set the suitcase on the bed and gestured for Gramps to come in. “Help yourself.”

      The older man croaked out a “thank you.”

      Until they had a chance to bet on the NFL in Cripple Creek, Tego said they’d need to conserve money.

      “How do you remember who wins?”

      Tego pulled out a tattered sheet of paper. “The top three parlays should make us a hundred times our money.”

      Gramps was grateful Tego had said us instead of me. “How’d you get the list through the wormhole?”

      “All-natural paper and organic ink.” Tego shrugged. “Same as your note.”

      “Right.”

      “But you have to be careful. The ink fades and the paper disintegrates.” Tego stuck the list of winners in the hotel safe with his money. “We’ll make a photocopy at the library tomorrow. Then whenever we need more cash, we’ll place bets. There’s a list of stocks at the bottom—on the off chance we need a longer-term solution.”

      Gramps nodded. “Anything except Gemini.”

      Tego froze. “What’s that got to do with anything?”

      Gramps stared at him, realizing he’d violated yet another rule of time travel: don’t talk about your timeline. “Forget I mentioned it.”

      “Sure,” Tego said, still looking spooked. “Consider it done.”

      The old man nodded, feeling exhausted and a bit overwhelmed. “You’ve obviously done this before.”

      “A time or two.” Tego gave him a crooked smile. “Too many to count, actually.”

      “This is my first,” the old man said. It had come out before he could stop himself.

      “Don’t worry.” Tego placed a hand on the older man’s back. “It gets easier. The jet lag is the worst part. I always try to time my jumps to minimize it, but there’s no avoiding it.”

      “Gotcha,” Gramps said, wondering what other painful side effects were headed his way.

      “And don’t lose track of your socks,” Tego said. “They’re your ticket home.” He took his off and stuffed them into the safe. “And don’t wash them either. ”

      “What happens if you wash them?”

      Tego shrugged. “They get clean.” He picked out a T-shirt and a pair of jeans from the suitcase. “And some of the particles from your universe get washed down the drain. Weakens the anchor and muddies the Peeper. Eventually, the object’ll stop working.” He pulled on a new pair of socks. “That’s why you can’t use yourself as a jinn: too much cellular turnover.” He yawned. “And never jump with the same anchor twice in quick succession. The second attempt will fail big time. Some sort of time loop splatter.”

      Gramps didn’t know what to say to that, so he just nodded.

      The younger man eyed the elder’s scruffy face and threadbare jumpsuit. “You can go first,” he said and gestured toward the shower. “Save me some shampoo.”

      The shower was glorious, but Gramps kept it short—and left the best towel for his counterpart. He got dressed and tried not to think of where he’d be if Tego hadn’t found him.

      Probably in jail.

      While Tego showered, Gramps made himself a cup of instant coffee with three packets of sugar. He could barely keep his eyes open. He cracked the dingy window and collapsed into a worn chair. With so many years spent inside a biodome, it was a pleasure to feel the breeze on his face.

      Tego put on jeans, checked the alarm clock three times, then closed the curtains. “Get some rest,” he said. “After we drop off the puzzle box, we’ll make sure she gets to the restaurant. Then we’ll grab dinner.”

      Despite the coffee, Gramps was asleep in a matter of seconds.

      The alarm woke them at four.

      They boarded a bus fifteen minutes later.

      Outside the courthouse, they lingered near the bus stop. Tego slouched against the pole. Gramps shifted in his ill-fitting UPS outfit, fingers worrying the brim of his fedora. The sun was down, the air cold. The old man was glad for the jacket. The orange cowboy hat was back on Tego’s head, throwing a shadow across his face.

      “This is ridiculous,” Gramps said. “We look like the worst buddy cop movie ever.”

      Tego grinned. “That’s the charm. Nobody looks twice at losers.”

      “I’m too old for this crap.”

      “Exactly,” Tego said, pointing at Gramps’ hat. “With that fedora, there’s no chance she’ll recognize you—as long as you keep your mouth shut. We wait until she’s almost at the restaurant—just to make sure she gets there—and then all you have to do is brush against her, stick the puzzle box in her purse, and walk away.”

      Gramps scrubbed a hand across his beard stubble, eyes locked on the courthouse steps like he was bracing for a bullet.

      When Isabel appeared—papers clutched to her chest, hair pulled back, stride fierce and familiar—both men stopped breathing.

      Tego straightened. Smiled. Not the cocky kind—the other kind: part muscle memory, part heartbreak.

      Gramps gripped the bench. Hard. His heart lurched like it had just remembered how to hurt.

      “There she is,” Tego whispered.

      Gramps exhaled, long and ragged—like surfacing from the bottom of a freezing lake. “She’s… still her.” His voice was low, barely holding shape. “Headed to the restaurant,” he added, hating how loud he sounded, how dumb. “To meet him.”

      Tego gave a soft snort. “The lucky dog.”

      For a second, neither spoke. Then they shared a look—brief, brittle.

      Gramps flicked his chin toward the law office.

      Dave Kirkland came barreling down the steps, crossed four lanes of traffic without looking, and climbed into a red convertible with a woman half his age.

      Tego didn’t even blink. “Some things never change.”

      They turned back to Isabel.

      For five blocks, they trailed her at a careful distance, Gramps keeping to the sidewalk’s edge while Tego hung back, whistling a tune so off-key it was practically its own genre.

      Isabel quickened her steps, her heels clicking against the pavement, but instead of going into the skyscraper’s lobby, she stopped and gazed up at the restaurant.

      Gramps looked back at Tego. The younger man shrugged.

      The wind whisked a piece of paper down the sidewalk. It caught on her shoe. Isabel lifted it, read both sides, and whirled around.

      Instead of taking the elevator to the restaurant, she started walking directly toward Gramps.

      For a second, he couldn’t breathe.

      He looked down at his feet as she hurried past. When he heard her continue on, he adjusted the fedora and glanced over his shoulder.

      She was heading right for Tego—and that stupid cowboy hat.

      The younger man ducked into an alley. After she passed, the two men shared another look, and Gramps hurried over to him.

      “Something’s wrong,” Tego said and yanked off his sunglasses. “This isn’t how it’s supposed to go.” His hands shook.

      Gramps had seen that look before—on soldiers just before the shooting started.

      He stepped closer, his voice low. “Talk to me.”

      “Christ. It must be the Spheres.” Tego slammed a fist into the wall. “I should’ve known that.”

      “Known what?” Gramps said, his hackles rising. “What spheres are we talking about?”

      Tego rounded on him. “It’s not safe. She needs to get out of here. Now.”

      “Out of where? What about the shell? I mean, we could give it to her tomorrow or⁠—”

      “No! It has to be tonight. Mierda, it all makes sense now. If she doesn’t get it now, it’ll be too late.” He rubbed his throat. “It might already be too late.”

      “Too late?” Gramps’ voice dropped. “For what, Tego?”

      “Her.” Tego jammed on his sunglasses and grabbed the old man by the elbow. “Come on. You have to tell her to get out of the city.”

      They hurried to catch up with Isabel.

      “I thought you said I couldn’t talk to her.” The old man took the puzzle box out of his pocket as he tried to keep up with Tego. “What should I say?”

      “Whatever gets her to listen.” Tego pressed a hand to his chest like it hurt. “Just… make sure she gets the box with the shell—and then gets the hell out of Dodge.”

      Gramps looked at the puzzle box like it might explode. “You think she’ll believe me?”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Tego looked like he might be sick. “We can’t be seen together. I’ll meet you back at the hotel.”

      They were right behind her now.

      Isabel’s pace faltered. Her heel caught on a grate, and she pitched forward—papers spilling like birds in a gust of wind.

      “Go!” Tego shoved Gramps. “Before it’s too late.”

      The old man stumbled forward and steadied Isabel’s arm. When he was sure she wasn’t going to fall, he crouched down to gather her divorce papers.

      Tego watched from the alley, pulse hammering.

      As Isabel stood and brushed off her skirt, her gaze locked with Tego’s for the briefest moment. His breath caught, and he stepped deeper into the alley.

      A minute later, he peeked out and saw his counterpart hurrying back toward the motel.

      Isabel called after the old man, but he didn’t stop.

      Tego shadowed her to The Brown Palace, panic tightening like a fist as she paused to peer at the caged pets.

      “Go. Go. Go,” he whispered.

      When she finally turned back to her car, he let out the breath he’d been holding.

      Maybe they’d both make it out alive.

      Then a blur tore through the building across the street—steel screaming, glass raining down—before it slammed into The Brown Palace Hotel in a bloom of flames.

      The truth hit like shrapnel.

      Time travel only ever meant one thing: Payback.

      It was a trap, the noose the universe had set. And the rope was already tightening.

      Tego ran into smoke.

      Into fire.

      Into the jaws of what was coming.

      Toward her.
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        Target: Matthew Hudson, Age 51

        Nexus: Somewhere in Florida

        Chrono Tag: Six Days after Log 1, Entry 29

      

        

      
        UN relief flights grounded in West Africa. Food riots in São Paulo exceed containment.

      

        

      
        Kirkland Enterprises accelerates media consolidation. NewsCorp reports unanimous support for biodome initiatives. Accounts of civil unrest suppressed as misinformation.

      

        

      
        Absence of a functional spacetime bridge in this timeline reduces probability of success to near zero.
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      The chopper bucks hard, jerking me against the harness. Rain batters the hull. The cabin groans.

      Cassie and I are strapped into the belly of a Black Hawk flying across a drowned Florida. She stares straight ahead, lips pressed tight, her hand locked over the chest strap. Eight marines huddle around us, eyes shut, still as statues.

      Picasso sits beside me, flipping through images the Peeper captured this morning: Streets carpeted with bodies, eyes open, unblinking. Dogs collapsed mid-stride. Cattle sprawled in fields. Elephants fallen in place, great shadows against the dirt. No bomb craters. No shell casings. No blood. Only silence—and rot.

      Whatever killed them moves fast—unseen, precise, efficient.

      If the pattern holds, it’s already on its way here.

      Plague? Bioweapons? Extreme heat? No one knows.

      What we do know: the world doesn’t end in fire—it stops, and everything falls.

      Picasso alerted the White House. They’ve seen the footage, understand what it means. We’re still waiting on a callback. That alone says everything.

      He pauses on a photo of a child—limp, glassy-eyed, cradled in the arms of a man too broken to cry. My stomach knots. I press a hand to my thigh—an anchor against the rising fear in my chest.

      It’s coming. And we’ve got nothing.

      Correction—we had nothing until four days ago.

      Sam cracked the Einstein Sphere’s punch cards months ago and pulled the URL for the wormhole generator. But the project was never found—scrubbed or buried. Dick’s people swore it didn’t exist. Cassie disagreed. She followed a hunch, tried a few alternate project names, and with Sam’s assistance, dug up something the NSA missed. Sabina helped them “borrow” Junior’s clearance codes, log into a black site, and trace the project to a government building in southeast Florida.

      Once Picasso finished chewing Junior’s head off, he moved fast. Cassie took over training the marines. By the third time someone confused a wormhole array with a Wi-Fi router, it became clear: She’d have to go with them.

      I knew it the moment the words left Picasso’s mouth—and I hated it. But wanting and choosing are different things. You don’t argue with logic when extinction’s on the line.

      We need the spacetime bridge, and without a wormhole generator, we’re just taking turns dying.

      So here we are—one armed helicopter, eight overqualified door-kickers, and two Hudsons dressed like extras in a low-budget sci-fi flick.

      Pretty sure the guy in Predator wore the same kit—and he didn’t make it back either.

      I shift in the seat.

      Beside me, Cassie exhales. Her knee bounces like it’s trying to make a break for it. I set a hand on her leg. She squeezes it—hard—but doesn’t look at me.

      Yeah. We’re all scared, Pumpkin.

      Now we’re flying into a different kind of nightmare. Flooded streets. Crumbling towers. Starving people with nothing left to lose.

      “Looks like Mad Max,” Sam had said when he saw the recon shots, “if the desert drowned.”

      He wasn’t wrong.

      Picasso swears the looters have moved inland to higher ground.

      I hope to hell he’s right. Whatever’s waiting in that drowned city doesn’t give a damn about our mission.

      I choke down the jungle-thick dread clogging my throat.

      One disaster at a time, Hudson.

      I lean closer to Picasso and glance at the photo he’s holding. “Say we find the wormhole generator. Then what? Build our own escape hatch?”

      He doesn’t answer. Just stares at the Peeper image of the dead girl. “It’s out of my hands. New director’s been appointed.” He crumples the paper and stuffs it in his bag.

      “What? Bloody hell. Don’t tell me they promoted Johnson.”

      “Hasn’t been announced.” He shrugs. “But if this goes sideways, it won’t matter.”

      I sit back. “What’s your recommendation—assuming we get the bridge tech working?”

      “Get Nadales to talk and see what he knows.”

      I frown. “And if we can’t find him?”

      He meets my eyes. “Johnson put him in the brig last week.”

      “What?” I grab his arm. “You locked him up?”

      Picasso doesn’t flinch. Just shifts his gaze to my hand, like he’s deciding if I’m worth the trouble.

      “Diego’s not a criminal,” I say, releasing my grip. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Not my call,” he says. “Right now, I need you to focus on the mission.”

      “But—”

      We hit an air pocket, and the copter drops hard. My gut lurches.

      The storm reminds me what little control I have.

      None of the statues seem to notice.

      I try to imagine us getting back on the helicopter, the wormhole generator packed in the hold. But my mind is stuck replaying the practice run. Picasso instructed us to hit the deck if we heard gunfire. Once down, I had to be prodded to get up.

      That evening, after my spectacular performance, Picasso offered to take me off the team.

      I’m embarrassed to admit I actually considered it.

      “If she goes,” I said, forcing the words out, “I go.”

      And now I get to see if that noble gesture gets us both killed.

      I sit on my hands to keep them from shaking and steal a glance at Cassie. She always seems to know what I’m thinking and gives me a quick smile.

      Wish I had a tenth of her pluck.

      The plan is simple. We get inside. Tag anything that looks remotely useful. Then sprint back to the chopper while the marines carry the goods.

      At least that’s how it’s supposed to go.

      Let’s hope the wormhole folks didn’t build an underground linear accelerator or something—because we’re about to walk into it blind.

      “Sir,” the pilot says, her voice calm. “We’re approaching the LZ.”

      Picasso leans forward. “How’s the situation on the ground, Captain Rodriguez?”

      “Weather conditions are less than ideal, Sergeant Major. Limited visibility and strong crosswinds due to another storm brewing in the Gulf. I estimate the soup is ten to fifteen inches deep, over.”

      “Understood, Captain.”

      “We’re also detecting Charlie activity,” she adds. “They’re following the bird, sir.”

      My throat gets tight. “I thought you said there weren’t any looters?” The words barely land. My brain’s already projecting blood on wet concrete and Cassie facedown in the soup.

      “Let’s hope they’re just curious,” Picasso says. I’m not sure if he’s talking to me or the pilot—or if he’s trying to convince himself.

      “Rodriguez,” he says, “exercise extreme caution while you sit on the nest.”

      “Copy that, Sergeant Major. Down in two minutes.”

      “And Captain, be ready to dust off at full tilt.”

      “Yes, sir. I’ll keep an eye on the situation and stand by for your signal. I can have us in the air in six seconds.”

      Six seconds to get inside if things go sideways? That’s not a rescue window—it’s a coin flip.

      Picasso nods at the newly animated marines. “Do not use lethal force unless you have no other option. Lots of hungry, desperate people out there, and the last thing they need is a bullet.”

      There’s a round of assent—and a couple of expletives.

      The men adjust their backpacks, grab their rifles, and line up next to a door. Picasso shoulders an M27, holsters a sidearm, and turns to us. “Stay low and keep moving. Chang and Liszt know the way to the target, so stay behind them.” Two guys wave from the front, and the others step aside to let us through. “Once we’re through the exterior doors, Garcia and Schwartz will lead you to the lab.” Garcia’s face is stone, but his finger twitches against the trigger guard. Schwartz winks, probably to cover the same nerves I’m trying to ignore.

      “Thirty seconds, sir,” the pilot says. “Watch your six.”

      “Will do.” Picasso checks the ammo in his rifle and turns to us. “Until we get inside the building, no talking unless it’s mission-critical. I’ll be right behind you.” He waits for both of us to nod. “And just like we practiced,” he says, “if you hear shots, drop to your belly and wait for instructions.”

      “Yes,” Cassie says. “I still don’t know why you won’t let me have a⁠—”

      Picasso cuts her off with a shake of his head. “Not now.”

      She nods, lips tight, and gives him a look that says she’s got six ways to outmaneuver him if it comes to that.

      He turns to me. “Are we clear about gunfire?”

      “Loud sound,” I say. “Get down.”

      Getting up is what breaks you.

      Picasso jostles in behind us, and the cabin seems to shrink. My mouth tastes like metal. My hands are slick with sweat, and we haven’t even touched down. Every part of me screams that I’m not cut out for this.

      The hatch slides open. Warm, damp air slaps my face. We’re still dropping, rotor blades thumping above us. My stomach flips as the light slams into my eyes.

      We lurch to a stop on the roof of a hospital. Skyscrapers jut from the water like gravestones. The city is drowned, the ocean taking back what was hers. The air reeks of brine, mold, and rot—nature creeping back amidst the skeletons of human achievement.

      I’ve read post-apocalyptic scenarios. Living one is different.

      “Go,” Picasso says, his voice low and controlled.

      Cassie follows the marines out of the helicopter, jumping onto the trash-strewn platform and splashing across the pad towards the open doorway. I hesitate, and someone pushes me from behind. A squeak escapes my lips as the two men in front grab my arms and set me on the ground like some debutante.

      Christ. Get a grip, Hudson.

      Someone yanks me forward. I stumble over a painted red cross, head down, and run.

      The moment I’m inside, everyone turns and pushes through a heavy door. By some miracle, the lights are still on, and we file down a metal stairway. I lose count as we pound down the steps, turn, pound down more steps. I glance at what looks like a pile of laundry—then the smell hits. Bodies. The stench makes me gag.

      Don’t look. Just keep moving.

      I pound down more stairs, legs already turning to rubber.

      Someone holds the door open as we step out of the stairwell into a hallway full of shin-deep, floating plastic waste. The water is warm and slimy, and I wonder what sorts of pathogens are waiting to infect me.

      Two of our guys force open an emergency exit while water leaks in around the heavy door.

      “Stay behind my men,” Picasso says. “Step where they step.” We file into an alley, water up to our calves. I follow right behind Cassie.

      Overhead, the sun loses out to the clouds.

      It’s been months since I was outside, and I look up. Skyscrapers float in a sea of muddy water. Drowned palm trees poke out in a long line, their tops empty and lifeless.

      “This isn’t a parade, people.” Picasso’s voice has an edge to it. “Keep your eyes on the task and your mind on the mission.”

      I slosh across the street—rainbow sheen swirling with every step—and catch up with Cassie.

      If someone starts shooting, we die wet.

      “This way,” Chang says.

      Cars and trucks sit rusting as we trudge past, the buildings behind them covered in bathtub rings—some higher than my head.

      “Charlie’s moving with you,” the pilot says. “North building. They don’t appear to be armed.”

      “Let ’em watch,” Picasso says. “Take ’em out the second they pose a threat.”

      “They’re just people.” Cassie stops walking. “Not terrorists.”

      Picasso doesn’t blink. “You do your job, Dr. Hudson, and I’ll do mine.”

      I step in, a hand on her elbow. “Let’s go, Cassie.”

      We step down a curb to cross another street. Water swells past my knees.

      Something ripples the oily surface to my left.

      My heart jumps into my throat, and the image of Luke Skywalker in the garbage compactor fills my brain.

      I watch the ripple come toward us, my throat getting tight.

      “Bogey in the water!” I blurt, already clocking a wooden bench half a block away, the seat just above the waterline. I brace for a fifty-meter dash in soaked boots—with Cassie in tow.

      “Juvenile anaconda,” someone says as I watch the wake moving away from us. “Standard South Florida welcome party.”

      “Here, kitty, kitty,” someone else croons.

      A low laugh ripples through the squad—too quick, too sharp—and dies fast.

      “Keep moving,” Picasso orders.

      We do—dodging trash and submerged junk.

      On the next block, Cassie steps out of formation. For a second, I think it’s another snake—but it’s a bottle with a note inside.

      She snags it, eyes narrowed.

      “Get back in line,” Picasso snaps, catching up with her. “You want to live, you follow my orders. Is that clear, Dr. Hudson?” He grabs her arm and whips her around to face him.

      “Perfectly clear,” Cassie says, fists clenched.

      “Easy, mate.” I jog toward them. “We’re all on the same team.”

      Before he can react, she yanks her arm away and continues trudging forward.

      I give Picasso a look that says lay off—and follow after her.

      Picasso stays planted, face unreadable.

      I slosh past him.

      She pulls the stopper from the bottle, fishes out the paper, and reads it. After shaking her head, she hands the note back to me.

      
        
        Send food. Our children are starving.

      

      

      My chest tightens. Fear of death is one thing. Knowing kids are dying is worse.

      Unable to just toss it, I fold the note and pocket it.

      We trudge past a battered, half-submerged sign pointing the way to Miami, cross the street beneath raised freeways and a monorail track, and continue pushing through knee-deep muddy water, past shattered windows and gaping doors.

      A light rain starts, shivering the flood’s surface.

      The city remains still.

      “This way,” Chang calls from up ahead. Emerging from the flooded street are stairs. He climbs out of the water and jogs toward a glass-and-concrete skyscraper. We follow him up and under a wide concrete overhang. When we stop moving, four marines herd us into the center and face outwards with guns ready.

      “Why didn’t we just land on the bloody roof?” I say between breaths, my hands shaking and my pants soaked through.

      “Obstructive equipment. Unstable structure. Wind shear,” the pilot replies over our comms.

      “Eighty floors down and up, Doc,” Schwartz quips. His grin is all teeth. “You’d be paste.”

      Cassie puts her hand on my arm and gives it a squeeze. Her hand’s steady, but I can feel the pressure—like she’s bracing for more than the climb.

      “Cut the chatter,” Picasso snaps. “Rodriguez, report.”

      “Rotor on standby,” comes the response. “Ready for engagement or evac. I have visual confirmation on the target, sir. You’re at the correct site. Good luck in there. Over.”

      A loud pop echoes as the front doors swing open.

      “We’re in,” Garcia says, low and clipped.

      My pulse spikes. If this place is empty, we’re screwed. No plan B. No fallback. And every step we took to get here—across flooded streets, past silent watchers, through water that hides teeth—was a countdown to nothing.

      “Go,” Picasso says to the men by the door.

      Four marines slip inside.

      Picasso waves us over.

      “Clear,” crackles a voice over the comm.

      Inside, the stale air is suffocating.

      Schwartz forces the stairway door open with a crowbar.

      “Halligan bar,” Cassie murmurs as two men rush through, rifles raised.

      “Clear,” they report in turn.

      Picasso turns to us. “The lab is on the fifth and sixth floors. Take your time.” He jogs up the steps, Cassie on his heels.

      But when she notices me lagging, she waits for me, takes my arm, and walks with me up the last two flights.

      You came to keep her safe. So far, she’s the one hovering over you.

      Despite what my ego says, I’m relieved she’s beside me.

      When I reach the fifth floor, soaked and gasping, I give Cassie a look—does she regret bringing me?

      She shakes her head, fierce.

      I nearly break.

      A marine halts us at the stairwell exit, his arm outstretched. “Wait here.”

      Relief washes over me. I bend over and place my hands on my thighs, trying to catch my breath. Someone hands me a canteen. I take a long drink. “Thanks.”

      “Sergeant Major,” a marine says over the comm. “Someone’s been living on this floor for months. Trash everywhere. Hot spot in the last room on the left. Door’s locked.”

      In all our planning, we never expected to find someone living inside the lab. My gut twists. They’ve been surviving up here for months without water or electricity? What are the odds they’re still sane?

      “It could be someone who worked on the project,” Cassie says, her eyes wide. “And that could be a huge help.”

      “Or it could be a gang of looters armed with automatic rifles.” Picasso steps back into the stairwell. “You want to bet your life on which it is?”

      She opens her mouth like she might argue, but doesn’t. That alone scares me more than the looters.

      “What about the floors above us?” Picasso says into the comm. “Anything up there?”

      “So far, just trash and human excrement. Smells like something big died in a latrine, sir.”

      “Copy,” Picasso says. “Keep moving.”

      Picasso strides back out of the stairwell, glancing at the marine guarding it. “Stay with them.”

      “Yes, sir.” The man steps into the middle of the doorway, rifle held across his chest.

      Cassie edges past him and grabs Picasso’s arm. “There might be a scientist locked in that room. I’m going with you.”

      Oh, crap on a crapstick.

      “Sir?” The marine’s hand flexes on his rifle. He doesn’t say it, but I can read the look. This wasn’t in the briefing.

      “If she goes,” I say between breaths, “I go.”

      Picasso rubs a hand across the back of his neck. “Keep them out of my line of fire.”

      Color rises in Cassie’s cheeks, but her eyes stay locked on Picasso’s. She nods once—sharp, clipped, defiant.

      As I follow them through the doorway, Picasso says something into his comm.

      Two more of his men appear, forming a protective wall around us.

      “I tell you to get down,” Picasso says, glaring at Cassie, “you hit the floor—or a two-hundred-pound marine helps you get there. Am I making myself clear?” He waits for her to nod.

      The six of us tiptoe down the hallway.

      When we’re standing outside the locked door, Picasso points at Schwartz. He drops to one knee and slips his Halligan bar in between the handle and the frame. The two others point their rifles.

      Cassie pushes past Picasso and knocks. “Hello? Anyone in there? We’re here to rescue you.”

      Anger flashes across Picasso’s face. He lifts Cassie off the ground and deposits her behind him like she’s a child. “Don’t do that again.” His voice is a cross between a whisper and a growl. He makes eye contact with the guy behind her, and the marine puts a heavy hand on Cassie’s shoulder—and mine too—then pulls us back from the door.

      Picasso waits for a few seconds to see if there’s a response. When there isn’t, he nods at Chang.

      The door bursts inward, wood and metal shrieking.

      Boots slam down.

      “Hands in the air!”

      There are sounds of items being knocked over, followed by a stifled cry.

      “Stop!” Cassie shouts. “You’re going to hurt him!” She struggles to break free but, this time, her guardian holds fast.

      When Picasso finally steps back out in the hallway, the marines release us, and Cassie bolts into the room.

      A moment later, I hear her startled exhalation. “Oh my God.”

      I take a deep breath and peek around the damaged door frame.

      There, amidst a sea of candy wrappers and machine parts, is a thin man wearing boxer shorts and a flowery silk blouse. His eyes, wide with fear, dart from face to face. His hair’s a frizzy halo, his cheeks hung with tiny braids like snapped wires.

      He looks like he built sanity from a junk drawer—and failed.

      My gaze snags on the mechanical pencil clipped to his collar.

      If he’s not one of the boffins, I’m Marie Curie.

      The frightened man is standing with his back pressed against the wall, clutching something and looking like we’re the zombie apocalypse.

      The two guys pointing rifles at him shout, “Drop your weapon!”

      He lets out a squeak and splays his fingers.

      A black plastic toy clatters to the floor: a TV remote.

      Cassie shoots Picasso an ‘I told you so’ look and steps in. For once, he doesn’t argue.

      “It’s okay,” she says, her hands out in front of her, voice steady. “We’re not going to hurt you.”

      The guy backs away, his eyes wide. He bumps into a table and lunges for the remote.

      “Stay back,” Picasso barks as one marine kicks it away and another grabs Cassie’s arm.

      The man whimpers and collapses into a ball.

      “Cassie’s right,” I say, my voice sounding strange. “We’re not the enemy. We’re here to help.”

      This is the part I swore I couldn’t do. I was mistaken.

      I finally see the man under the scruff. “You’re Dr. Wheeler.” I crouch down, keeping my voice low and calm. “Right?”

      The guy turns towards me, his eyes darting around at the rifles still pointed at him, and nods.

      A murmur goes around the room, and Picasso has his men lower their weapons.

      “I’m Matt Hudson,” I say, hand on my chest. “I’m a physicist, and so is Cassie.” I nod at her. “We came to rescue you.”

      He shakes his head and turns away again. I walk over and pick up the remote control he dropped and check the battery compartment. It’s empty. Wheeler snatches it out of my hand.

      The comm in my ear clicks. “Sir, the lab’s a bust. Rubber bands, busted pencils, empty cages. Old bloodstains, scorched tile, bullet holes—small caliber I don’t recognize.”

      The man whispers something that sounds like tropic backhoes, eyes darting like he expects monsters to bust through the walls. He stabs the dead remote, fingers trembling, like pressing harder might keep us alive.

      “Found a barbecue grill in the women’s bathroom,” another voice adds. “Has Grillmaster stenciled on it. Whatever happened here, someone stuck around long enough to throw a farewell party.”

      “We flew eighteen hundred miles for a hot dog cart?”

      “Zip it, Chang,” Picasso snaps. “Any computers or hardware?”

      “Just junk. Broken electronics, stripped wires, candy wrappers everywhere. Looks like someone cleaned out every vending machine in Miami.” The marine exhales. “We took pictures, for what it’s worth.”

      “Stand by,” Picasso says. “I’m sending Dr. Hudson up to eyeball everything.” He glances at Cassie, and she nods. He points at Chang, and the two of them hurry toward the door.

      When I turn to follow, Picasso grabs my shoulder. “We need you here, Matt.” He motions with his head toward Wheeler.

      I hesitate.

      “Not gonna let anything happen to her, Professor. You have my word.”

      I swallow and kneel down in front of the boffin. “Can you tell me what you were working on, Dr. Wheeler?”

      He shakes his head, still not looking at me.

      “Were you building an Einstein-Rosen Bridge?”

      His whole body locks up like he’s been electrocuted. “No!” he shouts, voice cracking. “It’s too dangerous!” He clamps a hand over his mouth, eyes wild, muscles coiled like he might run straight through the wall.

      For a heartbeat, every marine tenses. Guns shift, fingers twitch.

      “It’s okay.” I lift my hands, palms out. “It won’t happen again. If you help us, we’ll make sure.”

      He stares at me for a second and then nods.

      The air shifts.

      “Why is it dangerous?” Picasso says.

      “I thought I fixed it.” The man’s eyes go glassy. “They died screaming. Because of me.” He sags to the floor, a knot of limbs and guilt.

      Picasso and I exchange looks.

      Wheeler shivers, arms wrapped around himself. “It killed them—all of them.”

      The words drag me back to the Peeper—streets carpeted with bodies, eyes locked open. Same silence. Same ending.

      “What killed them?” Picasso asks. “Is it in the building?”

      The man curls further into himself and covers his head with his hands.

      The chopper pilot’s voice crackles in my ear. “Sergeant Major, we’ve got heavy weather rolling in fast. Looks like we’re gonna be in a pissing match with Poseidon in less than ten.”

      “Copy,” Picasso says, crouching next to the cowering physicist. “Dr. Wheeler, there’s a hurricane headed this way. My men can get you safely out of here, but we don’t have much time. If you refuse, no one’s coming back.”

      I give Picasso a startled look. Would he leave the head of the wormhole project here?

      He pins me with his gaze and shakes his head, his lips tight.

      Gotcha. Make it seem like the guy has a choice.

      Wheeler’s voice quavers. “Where would you take me?”

      “Somewhere safe,” I say and step closer, offering him the pair of trousers hanging over a chair.

      Wheeler stares at the pants. He lowers the remote, the fight seeping out of him like air from a punctured balloon. “Okay,” he whispers. “I’ll go with you.”

      Picasso gives me a quick nod.

      “We need the wormhole generator,” I say and help the man to his feet. “Do you know where it is?”

      “Take that chart on the wall.” Wheeler motions weakly. “The laptop’s in the mini fridge.”

      Picasso lifts his chin, and the marines start snapping photos and packing the items into waterproof cases.

      “Do you have coffee?” Wheeler asks, rubbing his eyes.

      I nod and force a smile. “And canned peaches. Welcome to the team, Dr. Wheeler.”

      “Call me Phil,” he says, slipping the remote into his waistband with trembling fingers. “Thank you for coming.”

      I shake his hand—not for him, for me.

      This is why you came. Not to be a hero. Just to show up for once.

      “You’re not alone, Phil. We’ve got you.”

      For once, I almost believe it.

      He nods at the rain-spattered window. “The device can’t get wet.” He takes a shaky breath. “It looks like… a barbecue grill. It’s hidden⁠—”

      “Sergeant Major,” Cassie’s voice bubbles with excitement. “I’ve identified the wormhole generator. It’s the device in the⁠—”

      “—women’s bathroom.” Picasso flashes a rare smile. “Pack it up,” he says into his comm. “And let’s get out of here.”

      “Been there. Done that,” one of the marines says.

      I glance around the room. “Anything else, Phil? Test equipment? A lab book?”

      He shakes his head.

      “Let’s go,” Picasso says.

      Phil pulls on a threadbare sweatshirt and slips his feet into a pair of boat shoes. A minute later, we hit the stairs, Cassie and the rest of the team right in front of us.

      In the lobby, water is pouring off the concrete overhang and pooling around our ankles.

      “Move out,” Picasso barks, and we follow orders.

      Cassie’s bravado is gone. Whatever she saw in that lab follows her into the rain.

      Behind us, the building vanishes into the downpour. Ahead, the storm waits.
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        Target: Diego Nadales, Age 42

        Nexus: Warm Springs Military Complex

        Chrono Tag: The Next Day • Late July

      

        
      
        US elections canceled. President secures third term with 96% approval, per NewsCorp polling.

      

        
      
        Thirty-first Pacific typhoon of the season forms. Biodome futures climb 17% overnight.

      

        
      
        Spacetime bridge located. Status unknown. Probability of activation remains low.
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      The cell is maybe eight feet long and half as wide, the walls scraped raw from decades of use and zero maintenance. The air tastes of bleach and mildew, edged with metal. I’ve learned to breathe through my mouth.

      Most days, it doesn’t make a difference.

      No windows. One door. One bulb.

      And Johnson.

      He comes twice a day. Same clothes, same clipboard, same smirk.

      A week ago, I climbed into his SUV—still dumb enough to buy the lie about a doctor across town. I knew it stank, but I went anyway. Isabel was dying. When it went sideways, I reached for my gun. He beat me to it. Slammed the butt of his weapon into my face. No warning. No words.

      Next thing I knew, I was in this cell. Head pounding. Wrists raw from being zip-tied. Everything already off the rails. My knuckles are cracked and swollen. My back feels like it’s been sandpapered. I’m dehydrated, sleep-deprived, and beginning to forget what Isabel’s voice sounds like.

      But I remember her face.

      The last time I saw her, she was curled in that bed with a fever so high I could see the heat
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