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​RefPlane -22: 24 November 1859

Cutting through flat, deep-purple water, a taut line led the waka farther offshore. The bow piece, a carved tiki, stared at droplets running up the nano-braid only to quiver and fall back into the dark water. The line hissed softly as it flowed over the canoe's plain strakes. 

The craft was not a waka taua, a great Māori-carved war canoe, but rather a common waka tētē, a coastal boat used for commerce and, in this case, fishing. A finely woven triangular flax sail flapped gently as the fish pulled the canoe through the sea and air. Lars and Miri paddled steadily ahead, trying to ease tension from the outgoing line. Miri's father, Arapeta, the chief of the local tribe, struggled on the foremost thwart to keep the line from chafing too deeply into the canoe. 

Matariki was nearing its apex, and the first great fish had not yet emerged from the northeastern waters of the northern island. Lars knew the chief considered this another potentially devastating omen, as food shortages had become increasingly familiar with a British treaty in effect for almost twenty years. But over six hours ago and just before noon, Arapeta had felt a nibble on one of the several deep trailing hooks baited with tuna. Speaking his ancestor's dialect, he had coaxed the fish to swallow the bait, but now, as his hands bled, cut from the line, he cursed it in English, peering down into the depths below them.

Miri looked to Lars as the line slackened slightly across the chief's back, allowing them to rest briefly.

"Bro," Miri said, resting his paddle across his knees, "it looks like that line will slice our waka in two before it breaks."

Misinterpreting his son's wit, his father cast a fierce look over his shoulder; his face, like Miri's, displayed the tribal patterns of their ancestors in black ink.

"That stainless hook should bend out before that line breaks," Lars whispered to his boyhood friend as the line again peeled over the strake into the depths, demanding them both to resume paddling quickly. 

Lars kept any concern for his adopted father to himself, but the line had already cut deeply into the chief's left hand when he had set the hook hours ago. Arapeta had tried to heal and wash the cuts by dragging his hand in the salt water, but blood still trickled down his forearm as he battled with the fish.

The chief shook, feeling the summer seawater. "Too cold," he said in disgust.

Landing the fish would mean momentary prosperity for the whole tribe. Cured flesh should last all winter and would mean the end of the bad luck that brought no billfish to shore so far that summer.

Miri blamed the whalers, and the chief cursed Tangaroa, his god of the sea; however, Lars hoped that the hook and line from the future would bring an end to the tribe's misfortune.

The last glimpses of land and the sun were long gone when they caught a small tuna on a line trailing over the stern. They ate dark meat in silence as the fish below continued to tow them out to sea to where the stars of the Milky Way met a gradually brightening horizon.

At sunrise, the line was flatter, signaling the fish was shallower. As the chief pleaded to Tangaroa for the great fish to jump to witness its magnificence, a gull landed on the bow piece. The chief spoke to the bird kindly but abruptly shooed it off the bow after it shit on the tiki.

"Father wants the bird to tell the fish to fly as it does," Miri said, cutting the last tuna strips to share on his paddle.

Lars saw the chief subtly wringing his hands to push cramps away, then curse to himself. The weakness would humiliate the chief, and Lars quickly looked aside as the line noticeably slackened for the first time.

"Whakamuri!" The chief shouted for Lars and Miri to back paddle as he cushioned the line along his back, expecting renewed tension.

The two men frantically paddled backward as a school of flying fish emerged from the sea in front of the bow and then scattered. Their wings humming sent them in all directions, several landing at Lars' feet. The tiki dipped astern as the line slowly rose, and the sea bulged ahead of the waka.

A dark sword swiftly pierced vertically through the air as the fish emerged. Water poured from its sides, revealing an enormous cobalt blue head and back. Dark stripes flashed from its side as it leaped to its entire length. Its bill of nearly two meters swirled in a slow circle before the great fish bent sideways and entered the sea smoothly with barely a splash. The blade of its tail followed, slicing into the water, then sending salt spray onto the men's faces with a quick slap.

As the line raced across the chief's back, leaving a bloody trail, the fish resumed its escape out to sea. Miri and Lars began paddling forward again to relieve the chief's agony as he prayed for the continued lack of sharks and then chanted about past battles against pukepoto takeketonga, the striped blue marlin. 

Lars knew the possible death of such a remarkable creature would deeply sadden Arapeta. Still, the chief's determination to kill it was plain.

The hours floated by as clouds grew high above the horizon to which the great fish was dragging them. Miri had predicted that bad weather would soon add to the constant concern of the line breaking. Lars grew weary of watching it repeatedly come to a breaking point, only for the chief to release it and then reassert the correct tension with expert precision. Nearing exhaustion, they ate a few of the flying fish in the silence of the calm sea as they journeyed towards the Pleiades rising.

They woke at daybreak to the jerking of the waka as the great fish jumped suicidally, filling its swim bladders with air and denying itself another deep escape.

As the fish dove and the line tightened, it cut deeply into the chief's hands again. His blood dripped into the sea as the fish began to circle the waka, allowing the chief to gain line. The occasional flash of its side betrayed the outlines of numerous remoras accompanying it.

"Rāti!" The chief shouted at Miri, who then handed his father the harpoon from the bottom of the waka. The chief's grip on the weapon was not firm enough to ensure a clean kill. He proudly handed the bloody harpoon back to his eldest son, but the fish was now out of the weapon's reach.

Watching the line circle the waka, they quickly ate the last of the flying fish, waiting for the marlin to swim near. Miri spat the last bite of fish into the sea, then stood on the nearest thwart as he raised the rāti, watching the great fish come closer.

Lars watched the marlin roll onto its side to eye the weapon just as Miri heaved the harpoon deep into the fish in front of its dorsal fin. The fish convulsed and then disappeared into the depths, but Arapeta was ready and gave it more line. Within seconds, the line went slack as the fish ascended to break the sea's last hold on it in a final leap that nearly overturned the waka.

As it lay motionless, floating next to the rocking waka, the chief whispered, "Mate," and then softly chanted a brief prayer to Tangaroa.

Lars stared at the great fish. He reckoned it weighed at least 1000 kilos. Its eventual death made him shudder, not for the loss of such an extraordinary creature but in the apprehension of something much worse, seemingly close. Precisely, what remained beneath his consciousness was a mystery, but such feelings of doom were becoming increasingly stronger. He dipped his hand in the cold Pacific water. He flung several handfuls over his shoulders in hopes of cleansing his thoughts with the ancient Māori ritual.

"Now that's a fish, eh, Bro?" Miri said, admiring the specimen.

Since Lars had no family, he had the freedom to choose his own time and companions. The Māori boy, Miri, and his tribe had welcomed him years ago when he first emerged from the bush alone as a young man. Shortly after the initial success of his multiverse-translation device, he concealed it in the form of a pocket watch, an appropriate accessory for the era. Although he was pākehā, an outsider, the chief treated him as his son. Lars loved them and the Pacific island his tribe called Aotearoa.

He had learned difficult lessons in his travels. He kept such long-term intrusions to the distant past, where future effects should be negligible. However, even now, in the mid-nineteenth century, he was getting uncomfortable as the British colony was now firmly established.

"We still have to get it back," Lars said as he saw the tip of a fin break the water a few meters away.

"Mangō bastards!" the chief shouted at the shark while pulling his bloody hands out of the sea. "Danger still follows you both," he added with a sharp glance at his sons.

Lars took a deep breath at another of the chief's prophecies, agreeing with his sense of impending disaster.

Several more fins emerged and vanished into the depths as quickly as they had appeared.

Lars and Miri began to paddle toward the setting sun and back to shore. The chief removed the harpoon and secured the great fish to a flax line to drag the carcass through the sea.

Arapeta dozed as the young men paddled, the flax sail providing a comforting boost to their progress. They used the setting sun and the stars to ensure a correct course.

By midmorning the next day, Lars' shoulders and arms burned. Vague outlines of distant blue-gray hills announced their impending arrival back to the tribe's beach, but a slight lurch of the canoe turned Lars away from his pain.

Sea swells had increased with the coming change in weather, but Lars felt something was wrong. A look at Miri affirmed his suspicions.

Miri nudged his sleeping father with his bare foot.

"Father, a taniwha comes," Miri said as a thick, black fin came into view next to the waka and vanished silently beneath the gray waters.

The chief reached for the bloody harpoon at his son's mention of the mythical devil as Miri and Lars began to pull the great, dead fish closer to the waka.

A fin rose in front of them, soaring nearly two meters, as high as the flax sail, and then slowly sank below the waka.

"Maki!" Miri shouted while pointing to port at two more black fins.

"Not a taniwha, but bad enough," Lars said, grasping his father's shoulder and instantly recognizing Orca's fins. He now knew why fishing had been poor that summer.

"He tohu kino," the chief said gravely, turning to Lars.

Lars stiffened, then nodded, agreeing with the chief's interpretation of the pod's arrival as a bad omen. In fact, an ominous feeling had overwhelmed him at the sight of the Orca.

The large bull's white belly flashed as its teeth tore at the marlin's tail for the first time. Another fin rose from the water to starboard as another circled the carcass.

Miri swung with his paddle at a large calf as it swam alongside, but a cow behind it pushed it away and rammed the waka, nearly toppling the men into the sea.

The chief launched the harpoon into the cow's blowhole as the bull thrashed, tearing another bite from their catch.

As another black shape passed alongside, Lars swung his paddle, but it broke off at the neck against the hard, leather skin of the creature. He vainly tried to stab another Orca with the paddle's jagged end.

The pod was devouring the fish before their eyes as the cow frantically dragged the waka closer to shore. As a thin ribbon of sand came into view below gray hills, Miri just had time to untie the harpoon's cord from the gunwale before the Orca could swamp the canoe, plowing through growing swells.

Lars could now see wakas coming to aid them as quiet descended on the red sea around them. All that remained of the marlin was its head. Lars looked away from the fish's huge, lifeless eye, staring at him, to the beach before them. He could not help but scan the beach for her, looking for her to run through the surf as she had done countless times when he returned from fishing.

The chief found her, an outsider like Lars, on the beach near death. Abandoned or shipwrecked, her arrival was a mystery, but the tribe adopted the young woman despite the local missionary's stern disapproval. She had no memory of her past except for her name, Helen.

When the taniwha took her and Miri's sister, Tui, from atop a nearby mountain, his heart broke, and he vowed to find and destroy the evil that had taken them. 

Lars jumped into the surf to help the others pull the canoe ashore.

On the beach, his tribe marveled at the remains of the fish. They would stew its head for a feast in a ceremony to mark the end of their bad luck, but first, the chief cut off the great fish's sword. He then drove it into the sand next to him. It was a tribal treasure, a taonga, to be passed down to future generations to accompany the incredible fish tale.

The chief grasped Lars and Miri by their aching shoulders and turned them to face the tribe.

"We have won a great battle," he proclaimed to his people on the beach, "not with a lonely fish but with ourselves."

He pulled a carved whalebone pendant on a thin, flax cord around his neck and over his head. He had carved it decades ago into the form of an Orca's tale and now slipped it over Miri's head.

"For the Traveler," the chief told Lars, removing another pendant, a wedge-shaped green stone, from around his neck.

"It is no longer safe in Aotearoa," the chief whispered, placing the green stone around Lars' neck. "It is fitting that the stone goes with the Traveler."

"My sons," he said proudly, so the elders approaching them could hear, "you have shown great strength at sea." He grasped both carvings around their necks before other elders could see the tribe's treasures. "You both must now leave this world," he said sadly, turning them away from the elders. "Like the marlin, extreme dangers trail you both. You both have your taniwha to battle," he added in a whisper before turning to greet the elders.

"I know," Lars said, looking at Miri. "I feel the future is about to change," he added, watching several warriors pull the Orca cow's carcass onto the beach.

"In a good way?" Miri asked in a whisper.

Lars looked his friend in the eyes, then shook his head.

Miri nodded. "It is time, then," he said.

"Past time," Lars added solemnly, grasping his friend's shoulder. 
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​Chapter 2

​RefPlane +1: 14 June 1984
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It was not like Mick to be late. In fact, Sam knew it was damn near impossible. He might have worried a bit more if he had not been at his favorite corner table in the back of Mick's bar, O'Shanley's, in the middle of the afternoon in western Pittsburgh. He took pleasure in his now limited time at O'Shanley's, as he had come to miss the regulars he had grown to know over the decades of the bar's existence. Home life in Texas was not too stressful, but with a savant four-year-old, it just seemed more complicated than necessary. A brief stopover at the bar between missions was welcome and always reasonably therapeutic.

"Sam!" the bar's relic of a piano player and skinny drink of water patrons knew as Blisterin' Benny Powel said as he strode through the door. "Long time no see. You around long?"

Benny was still sharp, and Sam usually could sit at the back table unnoticed. 

"Probably not," Sam replied. "Still jamming on Sundays?" he asked hopefully.

"Don't miss many in jazzy June. The guys and I are workin' on a new arrangement of Birdland," he said while taking a cloth from the bar's piano bench to dust off the old upright. "But man, we've gotta practice."

"You see Mick lately?"

"Last night, right up to closin'. And thanks for openin'."

"No problem. The key was in its usual place- as usual," Sam said before taking a sip of beer that he had pulled himself earlier.

He wondered which local, icy draft would be his next victim as one of his sisters ran into O'Shanley's. She glanced behind the bar, then saw Benny and rushed to him.

Sam smiled at his concealment.

"Tye Brasca!" Benny said, taken by surprise. "How's my fav-o-rite niece? And congrats on the new Family name."

"I'm good, and thank you. It took long enough," Tye said, kissing Benny on the cheek.

"Things take time, you know," he said with a chuckle.

"Have you seen Uncle Mick?" she asked

"Get in line," he said with a nod to Sam.

"I see another troglodyte is restless," Sam said as she joined him. He had guessed she had just translated upline from the Pruchlais, a Family subterranean sanctuary under Oklahoma, rather than their main base of operations on the temporally shielded planet Trua. 

The Pruchlais is downline in an adjacent universe or fractime, just one in an infinite set of fractimes composing their sector within the fractal multiverse. The fractime was the Family's universe of origin, known as the Reference Plane, RefPlane, or just the RP.

"How's similarity duty going?" Sam added with a smirk.

"It is the archives that are backlogged," she said, holding her dreads off the back of her neck to ease the effect of Pittsburgh's summer humidity. "We could use some help," she added with a sigh.

"Be careful what you ask for," he said, studying the bar's beer engines.

"Have you seen the last in-house back-change report for the RP?" she asked.

Sam groaned. He had given up reading the reports dealing with changes in the past or future, even though a vast analysis effort went into processing comparisons between RP and adjacent fractimes' data sets to detect timeline meddling.

Strict family canon forbade the flow of information into the past. Still, the rule did not apply to the Family's first generation, only the second generation, like Tye and him. Nevertheless, he still knew a sketchy near-future account of the RP. 

There was a war coming. An unknown enemy was advancing from distant, upline fractimes. Such meddling made any model fallible.

Even so, the reports represented a rare glimpse of one possible future for the RP. Still, topics in the reports were usually irrelevant to the Family, much less to him personally. Nevertheless, there were often notable exceptions.

"The Challenger is not blowing up at launch in four days like it will here," she whispered. "It survives until STS-51L, eighteen months from now, Breeze time."

"The shuttle," Sam said, shaking his head while remembering the coming disaster. "Thanks for the info, but that still sucks big time," he added with a scowl.

"The Family cannot determine the origin of the similarity departure," she said. "You think that is suspicious?" she asked.

"You know how much I hate those reports," he said, trying to ignore her question as well as the pain of the coming loss. "And I'm sure one of our brilliant siblings will figure it out. It's probably another glitch in the local anomaly," he added flatly.

"Suit yourself," she said, narrowing her eyes to a squint. "Now, I do not suppose you know where Mick is?" she asked, glaring at him with hands on hips.

"I've been waiting for him myself," he said and then smiled at the touch of an Irish brogue in his sister's question.

During the Celtic exodus from Europe, the first generation fled to the Pruchlais from the Western Isles in the third century BC. It amused him that some remnants of that distant past still surfaced, even though Confederation Basic had eventually weaned out nearly all of any inherited first-generation family accent. 

It also pleased him to believe Tye's slight Irish brogue seemed reserved for him during stressful occasions. 

"Waiting?" she asked.

"Now, don't go getting worried," Sam reassured her.

She leaned close to him. "You have new orders?"

"Now, Sis," Sam said, sitting back in his chair. "If I answered that, I'd be in breach. But I'd be more inclined to spill my guts if you tell me everything you know."

She shook her head while glaring at him again.

He knew he would tell her what he knew. He did not like giving in without at least a token effort. "How about you buy me a beer then? I'll have an Iron City."

"I don't understand how Sara puts up with you," she said, pushing her chair back with a clatter against the bar's uneven wooden floor before
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