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TIME LOOP

 

HAVING STOOD ON THIS SPOT  many times in his youth, Terrance Lee inhaled deeply to take in the crisp chill of a Vegas winter night and the view of a 1993 Las Vegas Strip. Besides not being able to have this vantage point from atop the Dunes hotel, the entire city felt like an undercooked–cake–batter version of the Vegas he lived in, in the future. 

All the basic ingredients were there and it had been cooking for a while, but things had yet to rise.

The time jump left his nose clear, but a thick, piney residue formed on his tongue. Drawing it into a glob, he walked to the edge. Terrance leaned over, opened his mouth, and let it fall.

He lost it in the dark but found the people traffic amazing. Tourists walked the strip—in massive herds—across Flamingo. Man, he forgot how long tourists would continue to walk against the light.

Horns honked.

Birds were flipped.

A taxi driver revved his engine.

Two belligerent drunks blocked the right lane, making traffic go around them. 

“That’s right,” Terrance cheered the cab, which barely swerved wide enough to avoid them.

The city hadn’t had enough of tourist fatalities yet. It would, but the sky–bridges were still a few years away. 

Twenty–four stories used to be the tallest on the strip. In his native future–time, this wasn’t even a quarter of the height of the Stratosphere.

“Oh man!” For some reason, seeing the Maxim made him remember Vegas World. The first casino to boast one hundred times odds, Terrance turned to where the Stratosphere Tower would rise into the sky to find Stupak’s folly. Treasure Island stood in the way. He exhaled his disappointment at not seeing Vegas World. “Oh, man.”

He turned one–eighty to face the Tropicana. 

The distant desert looked kind of naked without the New York New York, the green glow of the MGM on the clouds, and the light from the Luxor penetrating the sky.

Pine–slime started to form on the back of his tongue again. 

Terrance faced west. The sprawl came nowhere near the Red Rocks. If he remembered right, Spanish Trails would still be the furthest community out that way. Pressed against the laughable outer limits of Durango Drive.

He couldn’t count the streets to be precise, but the dark of the desert meeting city streetlights indicated his memory was close to the mark.

Howard–of–the–far–future had really sent him back.

The thin layer on his tongue started to give off a smell that crawled through his nasal cavity.

His sinuses started to slowly close.

“What the hell, man?” Terrance became stuffy. He complained to the black device tight around his wrist, made to look like and old–fashioned Swatch watch. “You know pine kicks off my allergies.”

Howard–of–the–far–future’s hologram did not appear.

Terrance shook his wrist and tapped the device. “Howie?”

Three toots of air horns honed his attention into a fine focus. Three beams of lights bopping along the golf course signaled he, Howie, and Fred were celebrating successfully sneaking onto the property.

Two security carts sped from the building toward the light and sound.

They tossed their flashlights back over the fence, dropped their air horns, and hid out in a sand trap.

Terrance scanned the south golf course.

Members of the Sixth Street Gang were out there somewhere.

Howard–of–the–far–future only wanted him to deliver a message and the Swatch–device to Howie–of–the–past. Howard–of–the–far–future said saving Fred’s life would happen on a subsequent trip.

However, if he did everything right, he could do that and also keep Fred Castle from dying on this jump.

 

+

 

TERRANCE SPAT  the pine–slime more often, but his nose closed just the same. He massaged his sinuses as he crept into the old gift shop where he had discovered Mentos as a preteen. A hundred feet away sat his second–favorite arcade for hustling tourist kids out of their quarters.

Howard said the best place to chat him up would be in the north tower.

However, this would be where he hid to score the first hit of the night and fastest double–elimination in their history of paintballing. Even with Howard using his almost–cheating Rapide. 

The device on his wrist did more than time travel. It also improved his vision in the dark, but it paled in comparison to the night goggles Howard made for them back in the day.

The memory gave him pause. Why was the night–sight so shitty?

He smacked his forehead and gritted his teeth at the sound.

As teens, they wore the goggles. This device lay on his wrist and still affected his vision. A smile spread his lips as he recalled Howie’s exasperated replies when he or Frank asked for more in the past. “Hold on,” Howie would say. “I’ll have it go pick up your comics, too.”

Terrance pressed his lips together and worked them side to side.

He and Howie had gone separate ways after Fred’s funeral. Perhaps the memory of how Howie used to be–how they used to all be–made him agree to go back in time.

The nicknames. 

The games. 

The songs.

It was a glorious time and worth something.

Though the liquidation took care of the slot machines and table games in the Dunes, as it did then, he marveled again at the amount of furnishings and cabinetry still intact. Though Wynn had bigger plans for the property, he could have converted it into Vegas’s first indoor paintball field.

A person, a shadow barely discernable against the deeper darkness behind it, crept into the gift shop. The silhouette of a ponytail dangled between his arm and torso as he got into position. 

Terrance rubbed his receding hairline. Man, he missed that long hair.

He kept his voice low. “Hey. Terry.”

“What?” Terry turned, paintball gun pointed. “Who’s there?”

“First, listen. Okay?”

“Fuck you, bum.”

Terry’s body pivoted from behind the counter and ran into the darkness.

Listening to the footsteps fade toward the Arcade, Terrance stared at the spot where he had been in his youth. 

He recalled being a bit of a jerk, but apparently his sister nailed it–he was a complete asshole.

Terrance spat the pine–slime and exhaled his relief.

In his memory, he didn’t talk to anyone and still had the fastest double–elimination.

This slice of time was no longer his past.

His fists pumped the air.

Howard insisted Terrance listened to him drone on about his Prevailing Quantum–Relativity of a Singular Timeline theory. As it turned out, the genius MIT super–graduate had been wrong. Terrance figured changing the past would be like Sliding Doors–not Back to the Future–and he was right.

Feeling unburdened, he began to imagine what kind of killing he could make with Magic the Gathering cards, VeriSign stock, and decades of fairly accurate sport champion game picks. Things he planned to tell his younger self when they were the same person.

Confident, he stood. Then leaned against the glass case where he first discovered Jolt Cola.

On top of his congestion, a migraine stabbed from both temples. 

His equilibrium fled. 

The room rocked one direction, making him shift his feet to stay upright, and then slammed the opposite way.

A third shot of pain lit smack–dab at the center of his forehead. 

It came from outside his skull.

Everything went dark.

 

+

 

OF THE THREE PAINS , the banging forehead remained.

He put his hand to his forehead.

Pulse!

He pulled it away and set his mind against doing so again.

His equilibrium returned; he tried to sit up and found the left side of his face glued to the floor.

Terrance put his hands next to his face. One landed in something wet and sort of slick. The other pressed into something thick and extremely sticky; he lifted that hand.

While out, his throat had started to close. He drew air in from the tight stream.

To clear his throat, he forced air out.

He could breathe better, but a gummy–syrup covered the back of the hand next to his mouth.

“Eaah!” He pushed against the floor to free himself.

His cheek resisted.

Rolling his face with steady pressure freed him from the pool of hardened slime.

His tongue no longer registered the taste.

The fluid coming from his forehead followed an established path down along his left nostril. It held a slight stickiness when it dried between his fingers. The stuff coming from his tongue was thicker now. Resinous. 

While unconscious, a layer had hardened, bonding the side of his tongue to his upper teeth.

“Fulk.” He tried to cuss. 

Without full use of his tongue, the profanity came out mushy and wrong
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