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The two most powerful warriors

are patience and time.

— Leo Tolstoy,
War & Peace
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CHAPTER ONE


Memo from the Edge

I keep the gun at the top of my backpack so
I can grab it quickly like I did last night. I was spooning a bite
of shoplifted ravioli into my mouth when I heard footsteps. The
silhouette of a man appeared in the mouth of the storm drain. At
first, I thought he might be one of the Archon’s soldiers hunting
me. Turned out to be a drunk looking for a place to piss. He froze
when I stood, and we had a stare-down that lasted a minute but felt
like forever. Then the lights from a passing car glinted off the
gun in my hand and he decided to go elsewhere.

This stretch of the
interstate is pretty deserted. A small cluster of businesses where
two highways intersect provides the only food and shelter for a
hundred miles in any direction. It takes me an hour to walk there.
I’m careful to wait until noon or sun-down so I can blend with the
peak-time traffic of cops and truckers and highway homeless. I beg
spare change in the lot then slip in and buy (or steal) what I need
from the convenience store. So far, I haven’t been caught but I
have to be careful. They have surveillance cameras and I know
my image, captured on video, is fed into a
database that’s instantly available to government, military, and
law enforcement worldwide. I’m in a world of computers, where
everything is interconnected.

As near as I can tell it is the year 2019 or
2020.

~ * ~

The convenience store door chimes its
descending two-note welcome, and sweeps closed. Today’s clerk is
the Navajo kid with the thick-framed eyeglasses. He glances up long
enough to verify I’m not some tumbleweed the desert blew in then
resumes texting up a storm on his cellphone. I tilt my head away
from the CCTV camera and make for the coolers.

Only two trucks in the lot today and the one
driver I spare-changed told me to fuck off so I’m going to have to
steal. And not “go for the discount” kind of stealing where you
pocket one thing then pay for another, but outright theft, which
means coming in with nothing and leaving with something but not
paying for anything. Larceny on a high wire, without a net.

I can get the things I need pretty quickly
but have to be careful because I’m the only one in the store right
now. It’s best to wait until the clerk is ringing someone up before
boosting. I don’t have to wait long. A car pulls up and a family
emerges—two pot-bellied parents and a puppy-tumble of kids. A
chorus of arguing voices enters. The chime goes off a half-dozen
times. I make my move: two loaves of bread and a squeeze bottle of
mustard go into my pack.

The kids are prowling the
aisles, fiddling with merchandise, and staring at me in that dumb
belligerent way little kids have. I smile back at them. The oldest
boy and girl giggle and whisper to each other. I hear the
word weird, the
word dork.

I wait until I hear the beeping of the
register keys before swiping two packets of cold cuts from the open
snack cooler into my pockets. When I turn, I see…

…the mother staring at
me.

Shit.

She leans forward and whispers something to
the clerk, who reaches for the phone. The mother hisses for the
kids and they immediately cluster around her legs.

The father meanwhile is getting agitated. An
ex-military type with a beefy sunburned neck and blond brush-cut,
he obviously feels he ought to be doing something. So he starts
flexing and psyching himself up to come over and confront the
skinny teenage shoplifter. When I step for the door, he moves to
block my path.

I duck around the end of the aisle to the
potato chips. As his footsteps approach, I take a deep breath and
clear my mind, waiting to hear that ticking at the far edge of my
consciousness. When I experience the sensation of falling, I wait
for the next wave of the time-space continuum to rise and slip
under it. It feels like stepping into a small, dark closet and
pulling the door shut behind me.

When the father corners the end of the
aisle, I am still there but tucked inside a fold in time eight
seconds before, when I was somewhere else. So by the laws of
physics, I can’t be here now. But of course I am. Just completely
invisible to him. I stay put until he gives up and leaves.

~ * ~

That evening back in the storm drain, I
light a candle and make a bologna sandwich while pondering my
situation.

I can run but I can’t hide much longer. I
thought jumping thirty-five years into the future would put me
beyond the Archon’s reach, but it hasn’t. If anything, his power,
and influence have grown since the Nineteen-Eighties. This squares
with what I know about the next fifty years, when a destructive war
is unleashed. The devastating violence flushes the last of my kind
out of hiding and brings human civilization under the Archon’s
total control. But like any future, until it happens it is only a
potentiality. I know it can be changed.

I’ve been studying the Archon’s ways. He’s
an expert at seeing tipping points in time before anyone else and
exploiting them to his advantage. I have learned how he selects
critical moments in the present to deflect the future in whatever
direction he chooses. He got practice by experimenting on me as I
was growing up.

He’s my father.

~ * ~

I’m going to fix this
somehow. Writing it all down is the first step. There has to be a
record. They say history is written by the winners, but it’s
made by those with the
power and influence to shape it. My father has been planning to
conquer this planet since arriving as a refugee eight thousand
years ago. Being able to move through time as easily as a dolphin
through water enabled him to master the time-streams,
stage-managing history to his advantage. Humans don’t stand a
chance against that kind of power.

There’s a lot to understand. But if I write
it down, then I can at least begin to see the broad outlines. If
nothing else, the story of what we are will survive so humanity can
find it and perhaps figure out a way to stop him. With my backpack
and this laptop computer I stole, I plan to keep moving.

Catch me if you can, dad.


CHAPTER TWO


Enemies

As soon as the traffic wakes me the next
morning, I grab my backpack and scramble up the embankment to the
highway. In a world where airplane reservations, bus schedules, and
passenger lists are all interconnected, hitching is still the
safest way to travel off-grid. I stick out my thumb, the gun a
comforting weight in my backpack, and wait. Morning traffic is
mostly commercial: long-haul trucks, law enforcement and state
vehicles. Eventually a grey two-door sedan slows and glides to a
stop a few meters past me. I note the rental company sticker.
Tourists.

“Hey there young fella.”
The driver, in his late twenties with a blonde brush-cut, is a
younger version of the retired Marine in the convenience store.
“It’s awful dangerous to be out hitchin’ by yerself. How old are
ya?”

“Fifteen,” I say (which
isn’t true—I’m actually older but still only fifteen biologically).
A plump brunette in the passenger seat cradles an infant and
examines me through dark glasses.

“How far you goin’?” The
man squints from me to his wife then back again. Seeking
permission. She gives a subtle shrug.

“I’m going…” I almost give
him a straight answer, but finally say: “East.”

“Us too. Hop in.” I slip in
beside a pile of luggage. He pulls out carefully into traffic. “I’m
Richard Parker. That’s Cindy and my son’s name is Zach. What’s
yours?”

“Chris.” I don’t offer a
last name.

“Well, Chris. Must say.
You’re kinda young to be out here all by yourself. You run away
from home?”

“No,” I say. Which is true.
The place I ran away from is definitely not home.

“So where’re your folks?”
He’s watching me in the rear-view. The protective father, and I am
a stranger in close quarters with his family and he expects
answers. Being the focus of his suspicion, I wonder what it must be
like to be on the other side of that protective wall. Zach is
lucky.

“Well I’m headed homeward,”
I say, knowing it’s an answer that will calm him a bit. And it’s
not entirely untrue.

Zach bursts into a bout of fussing.

Richard grins. “It’s tough being sick when
you’re little.”

“I know,” I say. “I was a
sickly kid.”

What I don’t say is that my father
deliberately made me that way.

~ * ~

Nobody was sick as often as me. Except
Davey. I became friends with him because we spent so much time
parked next to each other in the waiting room at the Doctor’s
office.

“Goo—kemia,” he said when I
asked, at age five, what he had.

Human beings are so fragile. So prone to
illness and death. Father says it’s because they’re weak but he’s
wrong. Their fragility—and their perseverance in the face of it—is
part of what makes them strong.

Davey’s mother sat with that look of
terrible resignation on her face day after day in the waiting room.
Until she stopped coming.

I didn’t know what death was.

None of us do.

I should have known something was up by the
mists and vapors that hung in the doctor’s office, by the way the
walls shimmered after he shut the door. Other doctors’ offices
didn’t behave that way. This was because Doc was one of us.

“Miriam,” he would say to
Mother, “you shouldn’t be doing this to him.”

“I know,” Mother would say,
“but it’s what his father wants.”

And it was. He wanted me to be sick to
observe the effect it would have on me if I didn’t Tip. And the
effect was a constant low-level fever occasionally exploding into
nausea and delirium and pains that wracked my body for days on
end.

~ * ~

Richard Parker carefully navigates the
cramped parking lot. A spot opens when a pick-up truck backs out
near where the motel units meet the entertainment complex and
Richard is quick to claim it. He shuts off the ignition with a
grateful sigh. We are at one of those truck-stop/casino
combinations so common in this state and it is extraordinarily
busy.

“We’re gonna rest here for
the night, Chris.” He examines me across his seat back for a long
moment. “You are welcome to have dinner with us as our guest. The
good Lord says we’re to feed the hungry and welcome the stranger
amongst us and I figure you qualify.”

“Thanks, but…” The sleek
fixtures and tinted glass windows of the place suggest electronic
video surveillance galore. “There’s still plenty of daylight left,
thanks. Think I’ll travel on.”

“Don’t let the light fool
ya’. Be nightfall in another two, three hours. Desert’s cold after
dark.”

“I know it. I’ll be
okay.”

“Need a few dollars?” He
digs in his hip pocket. “Listen, let me—”

“No.” I hold up my hand and
walk away fast. He calls out something that might be “good luck,”
but I pretend not to hear and slip around back to the swimming
pool. Satisfied there are no cameras, I take a seat on one of the
lounge chairs.

It would feel so nice to pull off my shoes
and socks and dip my feet into the water. I have a bathing suit and
could probably get away with a swim before the hotel staff noticed
but I better not risk it. So far, I’ve managed to remain one step
ahead of everyone hunting me by keeping on the move. There is an
open stretch of desert between here and the interstate. From the
position of the sun it’s possible to see the far lane runs east.
That’s where I start the next leg of my journey.

The door to the motel opens and a group of
kids emerge in a tangle of shouting, shoving high spirits. Three
girls and two guys, roughly nine, ten years old. They drop their
towels and cannonball into the water as two men slip out behind
them, talking quietly and lighting cigarettes. The dads, sent to
supervise as the moms did whatever. One takes a good long look at
me and nudges his friend. Now they’re both staring at me, talking
quietly. Time to go. I shoulder my backpack and step into the
desert.

The sound of the kids joshing and fighting
in the pool recedes behind me. Reminds me of when I was their age.
My parents’ idea of friends, like their ideas about so many other
things, was very different from mine. They never told me Uncle Leo,
with his thundering voice and ham-sized biceps and tattoos, and Em,
with her mousy hair and glasses, were aliens like us. I was
clueless about all of this. But I figured it out. What hurt was
their daughters knew and I didn’t.

I’ll never forget my first look at Tara and
Dis. Two little blonde twins aged eight years to my six. Something
about them as they stood watching me, holding hands. In outward
form like little human girls. But their eyes on me were those of
cats watching a bug scuttle past.

“Hello, Chris,” said Tara,
the older by seventeen minutes. She introduced herself and her
sister, spelling the latter’s name for me: “D—I—S, her name is Dis. Do you know your
alphabet, Chris?”

I admitted I knew a little bit.

“Then why don’t you go over
to the blackboard and show us?” Tara indicated the toy-sized
chalkboard propped on a tripod in a corner of their room. “But be
careful you don’t fall.”

“Why would I
fall?”

“Because you’re going to be
startled by the sound of my father laughing and trip over my soccer
ball.”

I blinked. Half-turned toward her. Heard
Uncle Leo laugh (a great, booming sound like artillery fire) and
stumbled. A blur of motion ending when my chin smacked the chalk
tray.

More laughter. I shook my head and sat
up.

The girls were still there, but in a
different place. I hadn’t heard them move. They were standing, in
fact, in a doorway I hadn’t heard open. Still holding hands.
Giggling, now. How much time had passed? Fifteen seconds? Ten? And
how had they known I would…?

“You’re an idiot, Chris,”
Tara said giggling.

“An idiot,” Dis chimed
in.

How had they known?

The bedroom they shared became my
schoolhouse in the world’s cruel ways.

“Read this,” Tara would
say, and scrawl A-P-P-L-E on the board. She always got to play the
teacher. Once I read it aloud, she asked: “What is it?”

“It’s a fruit. Something
you eat.”

“Good. And this?” She
scrawled: D-O-G.

“A warm, furry animal.
Something you feed and play with.”

She smirked. “Sure, I suppose. Okay. Now how
about this?”

C-H-R-O-N-O-X.

My six-year-old tongue stumbled.

“What is that? I’ve never
heard of it.” I was eager to learn, the way a starving man is eager
to eat.

“Of course you haven’t
heard of it.” Tara beamed with the power of information known but
withheld. “You don’t know because you’re stupid.”

Laughter from the living room outside. Our
parents were drinking again.

I stamped my foot. “I am not stupid! Am
not!”

Tara folded her arms. “Oh,
yeah? Well, Dis isn’t as smart as me and even she’s brighter than you. Dis? What
color shirt will the driver of the taxicab be wearing?”

“What taxicab?” I
demanded.

“The one that’s going to
pull up at that house across the street in three minutes,” Tara
replied, as if telling me the most obvious thing in the
world.

Dis grinned and disappeared into the closet.
Two seconds later, she was back.

“A white and gold shirt
sewn with beads!” she cried. “And he’s gonna’ be a black
man.”

We huddled around the window.

“You’re so stupid, Chris,”
Tara complained. “I don’t know if we should let you be friends with
us.”

I fidgeted. How could Dis claim to know what
color shirt the taxicab driver would be wearing? For that matter,
how could Tara claim to know a taxicab was even going to arrive in
the first place? They were playing make-believe, I thought,
confident I had them at last.

“I don’t wanna’ be your
friend, anyway,” I snapped.
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