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This book goes out to Chris for his endorsement of the unusual
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Get a free copy of the plucky action hero sci fi novel ORION. You’ll get emails... humor emails.
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ORION IS DEAD... again.

Whether death comes from a stab wound, a bullet to the brain, or just plain dumb luck, he always comes back.

He is glad to have the opportunity because a princess in each life seems to be in trouble. Whether she's a nurse in the Vietnam War or medieval English royalty...

...Orion is determined to win her over.
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Clara ran through the Bosque, her shoulder covered in blood. The hunter was two steps behind. The gnarled and crooked cottonwood trees closed in around her. Her lungs ached, and her muscles burned. She was at the brink of exhaustion. Clara had to survive. She had to see her wife again.

There was a time where she would stay up late listening to the same words over and over from a glowing blue cartridge. “Kon’nichiwa. It seems my body is out of service. Please replace my consciousness in a new one,” Misako’s voice would fill the night.

Clara had intended to tweak the past to create the timeline where Misako had been forged. Spare bodies for AI’s were as simple as going to an electronics store. However, nothing worked out as she planned. 

A tree branch inches from her head exploded from a bullet. She stumbled and crashed to the ground. The wound in her shoulder erupted with pain, and blood splattered on a patch of dried leaves. She heard footfalls behind her. They stopped inches from her, and a gun clicked. She felt the barrel against her head.

Her only regret would be never seeing Misako again. However, hope was in short supply. Not too long ago, Clara had been full of hope, as well as Pete’s burritos.

***
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“HONESTLY, I CAN’T EAT another bite,” Clara said, and pushed the half-eaten plate away. While Pete’s burritos were the New Mexico culinary experience and Barry Bison’s business acumen had put Pete on the map of places to be in Albuquerque, she was getting sick of the food. Ever since they had come home after saving the world from Dave-related holy wars, her time travel pals were going out of their way to be extra nice to her.

Unk would comp her meals, even have them delivered to make sure she was eating. Pete would slip her extra of everything, even sneak in Bison Wings or burritos, and Barry would look the other way, even though it irritated the businessman to do anything off of the books, and he’d have to end up fixing the “inventory gaps”, as he’d politely called it.

The University of New Mexico gave her an early sabbatical because of her missing spouse. Her parents were persistent with family time and phone calls. Honestly, people were treating her as if Misako had died, when her wife was merely in a state of inoperation. While Clara was more a physicist than an engineer, the memory unit seemed unharmed as far as she could tell.

The problem wasn’t that her consciousness was wiped or erased; it was locked inside a cartridge that was only compatible with technology from an alternate timeline. At first, Clara thought that perhaps Misako could help her out by running the programs contained in the cartridge on a computer.

Her robot lover had told Clara one night, after they had finished pleasing each other in ways not previously thought possible, “If a piece of me were to malfunction, I could simply replace it.”

“You’re unique, though,” Clara had said. “It’s not as if you could go to the store and get a new arm.”

“No, but I can build one.”

“But will the fingers be able to gyrate...” 

Misako had thrown a pillow at Clara.

Now, sitting by herself in Pete’s restaurant, she wanted nothing more than to be able to talk with her wife again, even if it was for engineering advice. Whatever made Misako work, it was well beyond anything in Clara’s time. The cartridge containing the personality of Misako had crashed a super computer at the University of New Mexico when it registered 86 quadrillion terabytes of information.

Clara had wrongly assumed that she merely needed to travel further into the future when 86 quadrillion terabytes would be as ubiquitous as thumb drives. However, when she arrived in the future, where 86 quadrillion terabytes was precisely the size of a downloadable life-like cat that farted out rainbows and seemed to be on the shoulder of everybody, the cartridge was incompatible with the technology.

The only reason Clara had been able to connect was that Misako had created adaptors to communicate with the technology of Clara’s time. However, people of the future didn’t use WiFi. Nor did they have thumb drives, or even phones. It was networked nanomachines that constructed the 86 quadrillion terabyte cat that could fart rainbows on demand.

The price of technology was that people assumed it would be around forever once it got started. The reality was that something would only survive if someone cared enough to preserve it for the future. The missing 21st century was a fine example of how fragile digital objects could be.

Around the 2050’s, the popular image file format, the Joint Photographic Experts Group, or jpg, as most people knew it, was falling out of favor as the standard image file type. People converted their images to the new format. Still, many of the old archived websites and social media pages were never converted, and thus inaccessible to future technology that couldn’t read jpg. Then there was a new file format for pictures in the 2070’s, then another in the 2120’s, and so on and so forth.

More and more images were lost because people stored them digitally. Everyone stopped caring about converting them somewhere down the line. Digital collections were only good if the computer had something to read the code. It would be the equivalent of Clara having a 5 and ¼ inch floppy disk without a reader to decode what was on it. 

After years of software changes and updates, much of the 21st century was lost. Historians could only agree on a few things about that era. The United States was bought out by a tech giant and eventually merged with China. The earliest known sourdough starter still in use came from those years. Donald Trump was either a breakfast cereal mascot or a duck, though some scholars believed he was both. The Mets won the World Series. World War III began after the assassination of a K-pop band.

It was sobering to know that people of the distant future had practically forgotten and lost almost everything that had happened when Clara was alive. There was no chance that Misako’s cartridge would be compatible with the future technology, even with her upgrades.

In short, it didn’t matter how far in the future Clara ventured. She could not find anything that would read the program on the cartridge, much less run it. The intention of chatting with Misako while being guided on making a new robot body would not come to pass.

Clara was beginning to accept the fact that Misako might be dead. That was, at least until another Pete walked into the restaurant.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2


[image: ]


Pete didn’t know what to make of himself, even though the other him stood not more than a few feet away. After being cloned in the future, saving the world from a holy war, and learning to make pizza, Pete felt restless. His restaurant was a huge success. With burritos, burgers, Bison wings, and now pizza on the menu, people didn’t really have any excuses not to eat there.

Anytime he wanted to tune out and enjoy cooking, he could come into the place and take over the kitchen. Since Clara had been sad about Misako, that’s what he had done. However, he recently found himself coming in to work less and less. This wasn’t a problem because the restaurant didn’t really need Pete to operate.

It was a well-oiled machine. All Pete needed to do was teach the cooks how to make his recipes, and Barry Bison handled the rest. At first, the free time was a gift, but after beating every Halo game and unlocking every achievement, Pete got bored with the rich restauranteur life. Pete had never thought being rich would make him bored, but he now realized there were only a finite number of video games.

Since Clara didn’t seem to be in the mood to time travel and Unk was too busy with his girlfriend, Pete found himself with a lot of nothing to do with his time except try to invent a better taco. Which wasn’t going so well. Every time, he’d screw up something. The crispy taco shells would be soggy, the soft ones would break, the flour tortillas weren’t the same, and the corn ones would fall apart.

His unique blend of spices wasn’t cutting it either. While it was good for the burrito, the taco needed to be different. Whether it was chicken, beef, or pork, he needed something that would set him apart. However, no inspiration was coming after he had given food poisoning to half the staff in his quest to build a better taco.

Pete now met himself on a day when he had to run the entire kitchen because all of the chefs were out sick. The day before, he had decided to try out two new dishes with the staff. The Rare Chicken Taco with plenty of pink in the middle of the meat and the Chicken Sushi Taco.

Pete thought they were being overly dramatic when they all called in sick the next day, but it was all forgotten when Pete saw himself walk into the restaurant. If there was one person who would be honest with him about his creation, it was himself.

So when he saw himself with a duffle bag slung over his shoulder, he yelled, “Pete!” 

The other Pete’s eyes went wide and he said, “Pete?”

Clara, eating by herself at a table, stood and said, “Pete?”

Barry Bison poked his head out of the office and said, “Pete, I need you to...”

Unk jumped and snorted with glee.

“I see that,” Barry said.

The two Petes approached each other, grinned and gave each other a hug.

“I always wanted a twin brother,” the Pete in the apron said.

“Me, too!” the duffle bag Pete said.

“Now we can be in a Metallica bass quartet.”

“And form alliances in any video game we play.”

“And we can each get a song at karaoke night! We can finally sing both Unforgiven I and II.”

“But what about III?”

“We’ll need another Pete!”

“First off,” Clara butted into their bonding, “a quartet is four people.”

“We’ll need another other Pete!” Pete said.

“But there’s no Unforgiven IV!” other Pete said.

“It’s a conundrum,” both Petes said at the same time, grinned, and then fist-bumped each other.

Unk twirled, snorted, and put his fists up.

“I see no reason why they would have to fight each other,” Clara said. “One is obviously from another timeline. It should be easy enough to figure out which. Pete, with the apron, what was the last thing we did together?”

“Um...I made your burrito. You said ‘Thank you,’ but then I said ‘Don’t worry about Misako,’ and you said ‘I don’t need to talk about it.’ Then I said, ‘Did you know the amount of radiation that blasted your wife is the same amount you’d get from Jupiter?’ And you said, ‘What are you even talking about?’ Then I said, ‘I saw it on a TV show about how Jupiter has lots of radiation.’ Then you said, ‘Why would I go to—’”

“Right, okay, so you’re Pete One, the Pete who went with us to the David world. Which makes you Pete Two, no offense.”

Pete Two shrugged. “None taken. I one time had someone commit identity theft on me and began to wonder if I was even real or if the identity thieves were the real me.”

“Me, too!” Pete One said.

Unk grunted, then wiggled two fingers.

“That’s right,” Clara said. “We have to figure out where the timeline split and gave us another Pete and how to return him to it.”

“But what about our quartet?” Pete One asked.

“Not a quartet. There are only two of you.”

“What about dubtet?”

“I think the word you’re looking for is duo.”

“I like dubtet better. It sounds more metal.”

“Regardless,” Clara said. “We need to find out which reality is Pete Two’s. So, we can start with, when was the last time you saw me?”

Pete Two shrugged. “Um... it was dinner. Right here with you, Misako and Unk. We hung out before I went to Europe, where I learned to make pizza!”

“Me, too!”

“Europe was pretty cool. But don’t bother seeing any of the art there. You think it would have been about the ninja turtles, with Leonardo and Michelangelo, but they didn’t have a single turtle. The Statue of David didn’t even have any pizza. It was boring.”

“Wait,” Clara said. “The Statue of David?”

“Yeah, I went to see it thinking he would have nunchucks, pizza or something, considering it was done by Michelangelo, but it was just a naked dude!”

“Of course! You were the Pete that was never incinerated by a nuclear war, so never cloned in the future.”

“So that means I’m the other Pete?” Pete One said.

“You’re both the same Pete. It’s just that your timelines diverged. In one, you were blown up in an apocalypse and cloned in the future. Since we prevented the apocalypse, Pete Two was able to finish his vacation without an untimely demise, thus two Petes.”

“So are we going to destroy the universe by two of us being here?” Pete One asked.

“We brought Misako from another timeline to ours and didn’t destroy the universe.”

“That means I can stay?” Pete Two asked.

“I don’t see why not.”

“Rock and roll!” both Petes said at the same time.

Pete One wrapped his counterpart around the neck and said, “There are so many things I want to tell myself. But first, tell me about Europe.”

“Did you know they have butt showers in Europe?”

“No way.”

“Yes, way. You can clean your butt every day.”

This was going to be the start of something extraordinary. Pete turned back to ask Clara if she wanted anything, but she was gone.
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Clara configured her time machine. Most people thought it was a strange-looking tablet or an old video game system. By outward appearances, it was nothing special. Just an apparatus with some dials. Misako had cobbled it together from the spare parts of the clunky room-sized time machine her professor had created.

Without Misako around to fix it, Clara had to be extra careful with the machine. While she could reconstruct the one she had helped create, the technology in the object she held in her hand was beyond her. She needed the machine to last a while, or at the least, long enough to tweak the future to bring back Misako.

Clara was surprised she hadn’t thought of it before, but it wasn’t till the other Pete walked into the restaurant that she realized time was more fluid than anyone gave it credit. Two Petes can exist in the same place merely because one time traveled. It was the answer to the grandfather paradox and her solution to fixing Misako.

If Clara went back and Marty McFlied her grandparents by preventing them from meeting, she would merely travel back to a future where she didn’t exist. She wouldn’t disappear, just be on a different branch on the tree of time. 

The answer to Misako’s current state was there all along. Her robowife’s timeline still existed on the tree of time. However, Clara couldn’t get there just by traveling forward. She needed to travel back to the point where her timeline and Misako’s split into two branches before she could get onto Misako’s branch.

Her idea was simple. She would recreate the events that created Misako’s timeline, travel there, get her repaired, and return everything to normal. If everything went as Clara planned, she would be dining with her wife tonight at Pete’s restaurant. 

She was lucky to know precisely how Misako’s timeline was created in the first place. During their original journey, Pete had left a pulley system that the cavemen in Unk’s tribe puzzled out and gave the indigenous populations of New Mexico the technological advantage over the Europeans, thus paving the way for the advanced culture that created Misako.

Clara planned to deposit the pulley in the cave after they took it away to restore the timeline. Then, she would pick it up again after she got Misako a new body and change everything back. A minor tweak to history, and she would be able to travel to the future she wanted, or so she thought.

Clara flipped the switch and the time portal appeared in her garage. She gathered everything she needed to recreate the pulley and stepped through to the past. 

***
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GREK WATCHED THE GOD disappear into the storm with the mystical rope and wood device. Before he could head back to the cave's mouth to check on things outside, he heard a noise from deeper within. He didn’t know if he should investigate. Noises deep in caves were usually any of a number of beasts that would like a caveman for lunch.

However, before he could work up the gumption to walk into the depths, a goddess emerged, bathed in a holy light that appeared from a smooth white stone. Grek was blown away by her power and her beauty. She smiled and handed him the components of the apparatus he had been studying earlier.

Grek would have cowered in fear had he not previously witnessed gods appearing on the landscape. This one he recognized. She was the one who stopped the dancing man from completing his dark ritual. Tok had been convinced they were demons, but Grek wasn’t so sure.

He still had the music they brought stuck in his head and would dance around at night. Perhaps the goddess was gifting him with a musical instrument? He knew that if she was the terror Tok made these beings out to be, he wouldn’t have survived so many encounters with them. Determined to do the bidding of the goddess, he knelt at her feet and accepted the boon.

The blue lightning storm reappeared, and she stepped through, leaving Grek to puzzle out the gift.
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Clara hopped out of the time vortex expecting to see an advanced civilization. Instead, all she saw were fish people wearing helmets to keep their heads underwater. Whenever she attempted to speak with one of the fish people, bubbles would come from their mouths. The buildings of Albuquerque were giant aquariums with the fish people working day jobs.

If this branch of the timeline had not been so obviously the wrong place to get Misako fixed up, Clara would have stayed a while because the people seemed friendly enough. Still, she decided to stay for lunch as it was hard to get seafood in Albuquerque that hadn’t been frozen. An angry mob chased her out of town when she inadvertently ate the mayor’s cousin in a fish taco.

***
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CLARA ARRIVED IN THE Sandia Man Cave just before she was about to appear in the past. Since the world had not unraveled with the paradox of Pete meeting himself, she figured giving herself a bit of advice wouldn’t hurt the timeline. The portal appeared in crackling blue light, and the other Clara appeared with the pulley.

“Clara!” she said, startling her past self.

“Clara?” her past self asked. “Is that you? Er, me?”

“It is. The first attempt didn’t work. Try, maybe, explaining it to him or something.”

“I guess it’s worth a go,” Past Clara said, then paused, adding, “Do you think we should be meeting ourselves like this? Isn’t this a paradox or something?”

“We are on different branches of the tree of time. It’s for Misako.”

“I guess time didn’t unravel when Pete met himself. I suppose there’s no going back now. Wish me luck!” the other Clara said, and gathered the pulley. She wandered toward the front of the cave, where the waiting caveman would undoubtedly be baffled again by her presence. Clara dialed in the time coordinates and landed in the future.

She was a pro at landing on her feet when the vortex of time spat her out at her destination. This time she was in a desolate apocalyptic wasteland. A few humans scavenging for scraps saw Clara, and one pointed at her and yelled, “Meat!”

“Meat! Meat!” they called out, brandishing their teeth. Clara dialed in her time coordinates.

***
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CLARA WAS GETTING NOWHERE fast. She was stuck on an infinite loop of intercepting herself, explaining why they had failed, and trying out something new. Each time she traveled to the present day, she encountered a deal-breaker to get her loved one back and had to travel back to coach another version of herself of what to try next.

She had traveled to a world that hadn’t reached the Iron Age, in the sense that irons hadn’t been invented and people’s clothes were very wrinkly. The Friends world was where everyone on the planet was genetically altered to look like the cast of Friends, and they would pause for laughter every time they spoke. 

Marriage in Friends world was decided by which two Friends the partners thought would be the dream hook up. Surprisingly, marriages of Ross and Chandler ranked number one, followed by Joey and Joey, with Ross and Rachel third. The last pairing on the list was Mr. Heyman and George, a small but growing youth population getting genetically altered to look like Seinfeld characters.

After visiting a world where every building was made of ice cream, so they had to rebuild each fall, one where pogo sticks were the main form of transportation, and another where street musicians only played heavy metal, Clara couldn’t figure out how to bring Misako’s world back.

Every time she time traveled, her other selves would try a different tactic. They explained it to the caveman, printed out visual IKEA-like instructions, left the pulley in the cave without approaching the guy, stayed a while in the past to teach him, hopped on one foot while singing to the man, and countless other tweaks.

Clara’s multitude of attempts were all failures. When she finally got back to an Albuquerque that resembled her own, she decided to pack it in for the night. There were many reasons why the alterations failed. She was a little ashamed of herself for not taking a more scientific approach.

She decided to methodically eliminate the possible causes for what went wrong. Perhaps it was something as simple as the fact that the lumber used in her pulley wasn’t local. For a caveman to reproduce the device, they might need to use local materials. Maybe it was the way she communicated the information. There were many variables, and she would have to tweak them one at a time and strike them off the list.  

Clara went home and spent the rest of the day creating a spreadsheet to track the different possibilities and crossing off the ones she had tried. She knew that it would take a lot of trial and error, but she had a time machine and could travel back as often as she liked. 

After she finished setting up the parameters of her experiment, she decided to turn in for the night. The house was quiet without Misako around as Clara slid into bed. She realized that she hadn’t even turned on the lights or opened the fridge since she had gotten home. She had blinders to everything else in her life except the task at hand. 

Misako would have reminded her to eat. She flipped on the cartridge to hear the recording.

“Kon’nichiwa. It seems my body is out of service. Please replace my consciousness in a new one,” the voice of Misako said over and over as Clara drifted off to sleep...

***
[image: ]


...AND WAS STARTLED AWAKE by a stranger in her room the following day. A young man with curly hair dyed a rainbow of colors held a to-go Satellite coffee out for her. Clara snapped awake and screamed. In turn, the man yelped and fumbled the beverage, which popped off the top and sloshed the hot liquid on him, causing him to shudder, spilling even more, thus creating a self-reinforcing cycle of panic and coffee burns.

She dove out of bed and tumbled to the ground in a mess of bedding material. If the man was a serial killer, she’d be dead by now. She struggled to free herself from the sheets and popped up, ready for a fight. By the time Clara realized he was just as scared as she was, the damage was already done, and the coffee was everywhere.

“What are you doing in my room?!” Clara roared. She figured it was a student attempting to curry favor with her. College had gotten so competitive that students tried stunts that weren’t very good ideas in hindsight.

“I’m sorry, Mistress!” He bowed so deeply his head touched the floor and backed away on his hands and knees. “You were sleeping late, so I thought I’d wake you with a coffee.”

The guy displayed fealty as if she were a terror dictator of the Physics Department. Even though the dude had broken into her house, she felt sorry for him. He was acting like a servant who thought she would lop off his head for even looking at her funny.

“Get up,” she said. “Groveling won’t get you anywhere.”

“Yes, Mistress. Very good, Mistress.” The kid did not come out of his bow.
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