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        To My Loyal Readers:

        Welcome back! (Thrilled you’re here!) If you feel a little déjà vu while reading, don’t panic—your time machine isn’t glitching (this time). In the multiverse, some threads just refuse to untangle. But the time machine never lands in the same place twice. (And yes, book four is coming. No, I don’t know what I was thinking.)

      

        

      
        To My New Readers:

        Welcome to the chaos! Time travel is messy, and the time machine? Let’s just say reliability isn’t its strong suit. Haven’t read my other books? No worries. The time machine hasn’t lost anyone so far…

      

        

      
        To All My Readers:

        Buckle up! Whether you’re a seasoned time-traveler or a first-time adventurer, the multiverse is calling, and the ride promises to be wild!

      

      

      
        
        DL Orton

        Author & Time Machine Mechanic

      

      

    

  


  
    
      To the seekers, the dreamers, and those who refuse to accept a broken world as the final act⁠—

      

      Yes, the universe can be unfair and unkind, but meeting cruelty with more of the same is weakness.

      Kindness requires strength. Empathy is a skill. Gratitude is a choice.

      Be your best self—even when no one is watching.

      

      Somewhere in the multiverse, a just world exists.

      Let’s make it this one.
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      The sodden earth makes a wretched sucking sound each time Diego’s shovel cuts into it. As I watch, he forces the blade deeper and muscles out the lifeless muck. Behind him, a wave crashes against the outside wall and, for a few precious seconds, the incessant tapping of the swarm is washed away.

      Diego stops and leans on the shovel, his chest rising and falling. The sun is low in the sky, its weak rays filtering through the grimy windows and casting a copper patina on the rolled-up shroud at his feet.

      He looks up at the camera, sweat trickling down his face. “You okay, mi amor?”

      I nod and then remember he can’t see me in the control room. “Yes,” I say into the mic, my lungs struggling with the effort. “You?”

      Outside, a giant swirling cloud of microdrones can sense the warm blood pumping through our veins. Day and night they attack the dome, relentlessly searching for a weakness.

      Which they’ll find eventually.

      Diego shakes his head and looks away. “Goddamn him,” he says, his voice barely audible above the staccato pecking. He wipes his forehead on the back of his glove. “Why did he have to go and do it, Isa?”

      Prophet of doom that I am, instead of summoning words of comfort and hope, my brain gets mired in the brutal truth. Why did the “savior of humanity” kill himself?

      Because hell is empty, and all the devils are here.

      I bite my tongue and survey the old botanical gardens. Nothing has grown there for decades, the soil poisoned with salt water. But there’s a working security camera, one of the last. It’s the reason Diego chose this place. So he wouldn’t have to do this alone.

      How long until he does? How long till it’s my grave he’s digging?

      Strangely, it’s not my own death that stalks my nightmares. It’s what comes next. When I’m gone, Diego will walk alone amidst the ghosts of a dead civilization. With only himself to feed, he could linger for decades, trapped inside this tomb that was meant to be a cradle.

      I reach out, my vision blurry—but my fingers bump against cold glass.

      Stuck in this damn wheelchair, all I can do is watch.

      Somewhere, I hear steel beams groan and pop as the king tide rages. For now, the massive walls hold back the rising sea, but it won’t be long before the ocean reclaims what is hers.

      Such hubris.

      Again and again, Diego rends the barren ground, his breathing audible now. In our grim reality, the rhythmic pounding of his shovel mirrors the relentless passage of time.

      And mine is about to run out.

      I force down the tightness in my chest, the dread strangling me just as surely as the cancer.

      I could not bear to go on without him.

      Diego drags his sleeve across his brow, his gaunt frame hidden by the loose jumpsuit. Even though he refuses to accept it, he’s too old to be digging a grave. If he were to cut his foot or break his leg, there would be nothing I could do except watch.

      Unable to stomach the thought, I drop my gaze—only to have it land on the strawberry Diego picked for me this morning. It’s a rare treasure in the monotony of vat kelp and protein powder that keeps us from starving. I know he will be disappointed when he returns to find it untouched, but I cannot bring myself to eat it.

      The demon that consumes me is nearly finished. Why would I waste the precious fruit?

      In the lull of a wave, I hear Diego sigh, and my chest tightens. On the monitor, he shakes his head, tears mixing with his sweat.

      “Why?” he says, his voice low and raspy. “He’s the last man I’d expect to”—he clenches his jaw— “shoot himself.”

      I long to put my arms around him, promise him we’ll find a way out of this miserable prison.

      Instead, the truth spills out. “Dave Kirkland had nothing to live for.” I draw in a slow breath. “And no amount of money or willpower could change that.”

      Diego kicks the dirt. “Selfish bastard.”

      Wasn’t he always?

      The pecking sound returns, and Diego glances up at the high, transparent ceiling. “Christ,” he says. “Will they ever give it a rest?”

      At least here in the control center, the triple-sealed doors keep out most of my bot’s noise.

      Most.

      As I watch Diego fling wet soil onto the pile, a spark of reassurance flits across my chest, something that is both true and good. “Even in our darkest moments, Diego, we have always had each other. Always.”

      A tear rolls down his cheek, his acknowledgment that I have lit a candle instead of noting it’s our last match.

      But the effort it takes to find hope in this quagmire of despair saps my strength, and I slump back into the wheelchair.

      I’m sorry I won’t be here for you much longer, love.

      The thought wrenches my heart, and a whimper escapes my lips.

      “Isa? Are you all right?” He steps closer, his eyes huge. “Should I come back?”

      “I’m fine,” I say, the lie slipping out like a fleck of saliva. “Just tired.”

      He swallows. Nods. Averts his gaze. “Tomorrow, I’ll find a way back into the hospital quadrant, look for more medicine. We’ll have you back to yourself in no time.”

      As if saying it could make it true.

      I’m dying, and there’s diddly-squat anyone can do about it.

      As darkness falls, Diego slides into the open grave and continues shoveling out the wet, salty earth.

      A long time ago, Dave and he were like brothers—one gutsy and charismatic, the other guarded and sharp-witted. They provided balance, kept each other in check. Now, Dave has torn away a part of Diego and taken it with him.

      I sit in silence as the pile grows ever bigger.

      Surely, it’s deep enough now?

      “Diego,” the AI guardian says in a cheery British accent, startling both of us. “Shall I shut down the vat hydroponics and shift power to the gardens? I believe there’s a working grow light above you.”

      “No,” Diego says without looking up. “We can’t risk the tanks not restarting.”

      “Ah.” There’s a quaver in the AI’s voice. “Of course.”

      I shift in my chair, wishing Diego wouldn’t treat our old friend like, well, a computer. The disembodied voice is what remains of Matt “Madders” Hudson, the brilliant physicist who built a spacetime bridge to right mankind’s wrongs. Its metal carcass sits behind me, a relic of an age when hope—and terawatts—were still viable.

      Backlit by the dim emergency path lights, Diego climbs out of the grave. He reaches for his water jug but stumbles in the dark and nearly falls.

      “Yep,” Madders says, “that was a bloody awful idea.”

      If there’s a hint of sarcasm in his tone, we ignore it.

      An alarm triggers somewhere in the biodome, making a piercing chirp in the control room.

      “Madders?” I say, unable to keep the fear out of my voice. “If the bots have breached the wall, Diego won’t stand a chance.”

      I wait, my chest tight.

      “The bulwark is intact,” Madders says, and my heart restarts.

      Out in the gardens, Diego goes back to digging.

      “Blimey,” Madders says, “the sewage pump just shut down again.” He lets out an exaggerated sigh, and then says without a hint of irony, “This biodome sure has a lot of cockups for an engineering wonder.”

      I resist the urge to laugh.

      Sure, Eden-17 was the last and best biodome ever built. Before Dave broke ground here, he completed one in the UK for a sports stadium, turned a Swiss mountain into a snow globe, and put a glass cupola over the Vatican.

      But this sealed city on a remote tropical island was his crown jewel. Our hospital and university were world-class. We had the best of everything money could buy. Once the bots killed every last bobcat, beagle, and bat on the planet, our underground cryovault was mankind’s last hope. Of course, we exterminated all our microdrone bees and were forced to hand-pollinate the plants. It was a small price to pay for peace of mind. With our autonomous systems and the guardian AI, this baby was supposed to support twelve thousand humans for a hundred years—long enough for the microdrones to run out of rare earth metals and die.

      A hundred years, my ass. It won’t last forty.

      And our troubles started years ago, back when the airlocks flooded. Matt Hudson was dying of inoperable cancer but still managed to come up with a way to access the fish farms via a sealed exhaust tunnel. His trick worked for years, long after we uploaded Madder’s consciousness to the guardian AI.

      The transfer wasn’t exactly a roaring success, but it wasn’t exactly a failure, either.

      Nine years ago, sheer luck put a handful of us in the control center the evening the ventilation system failed. In less time than it takes to brush your teeth, the huge circulation fans filled the biodome with flying death, and the largest structure ever built by humans fell dark.

      I had never seen Dave cry before, but that night—as people screamed and pounded against the inner doors—something in him broke. Despite all the horrors of those next few weeks, it’s that image of him in a crumpled, sobbing ball that sticks with me.

      And he was never the same again.

      The few who survived voted to send Dave back on one final mission. But to get enough power for a jump, we’d have to shut down life support.

      In the end, it was Dave himself who vetoed the idea. “I’ve got enough blood on my hands,” he said before retiring to his quarters. After that, he spent his days in the dying gardens, staring out at the rising Pacific, the ceaseless pecking outside a reminder of his failures.

      It’s been almost a decade now, years of slow and painful death, struggling from one calamity to the next, trying to survive another month, another week, another day.

      Why didn’t we try harder to stop the madness when we had the chance?

      I shake my head, anger and regret slowly crushing me.

      Now that Dave is gone, all that remains of humanity is me, Diego, and the disembodied voice of a brilliant physicist.

      Madders whistles softly, breaking my trance. “I dare say, you made a great choice, Diego. That gloaming is quite lovely.”

      Diego glances up at the camera, one eyebrow raised.

      Yes, we’ve all gone a bit bonkers, love.

      But the AI is right this time. The biodome walls are bathed in pink and gold light, the fading sun reaching across the sharp volcanic peaks of Pu ‘u Kukui to touch Dave one last time. The scene brings up a longing in me, a frayed but obstinate desire to stand on a rocky outcropping and watch the sun slip behind the mountains, smell the pines, feel the crisp wind on my face.

      “Give me twenty more minutes,” Diego says, “and we’ll call it good. The moon should be up by then.”

      Madders waits for me to respond. When I don’t, he gives an exuberant, “Righto, mate!”

      I feel a coughing fit starting and toggle off the mic. After I’ve recovered, I shift in my wheelchair and turn the oxygen flow all the way up, leaving the mic muted. “Madders, can you zoom out, please?”

      “With pleasure,” he says, his voice bubbling with enthusiasm.

      “And lower your optimism setting by half.”

      “I’m sorry, Isabelle, but Diego instructed me not to adjust that trait.”

      “Override,” I say, promising myself to undo the change before Diego returns.

      “Done and done.”

      The scene on the monitor shifts.

      The pink glow is fading, and with the coming of night, the bots turn silent. Behind Diego, I can see moonlit waves crashing against the high windows. The sea level has risen steadily over the years, and it’s a tribute to Dave’s ingenuity that this biodome isn’t one big lake.

      Besieged by a horde of bee-sized drones.

      I shudder and concentrate on the lengthening shadows.

      “My condolences on the loss of your ex-husband,” Madders says. “I know the two of you were no longer close, but if it would help, a grief counseling service is available for activation.”

      Dave’s death does stir up strong emotions in me, but grief isn’t one of them.

      “Thank you, Madders, but no.”

      I reach for the strawberry on my desk, coughing for the hundredth time in as many minutes, and knock it to the floor. As I bend over to retrieve it, I nearly fall out of the wheelchair.

      When did you become so useless, Isa?

      “Steady there,” Madders says. “If you end up on the floor, we’ll both be in the soup.”

      I flop back into the seat, the strawberry out of reach.

      Out in the gardens, the shrouded body at Diego’s feet is gone, and he’s pushing dirt back into the grave. In the faint moonlight, the tree stumps around him look like tombstones.

      I stare at the fresh grave, determined not to cry.

      Diego scrapes up the loose earth and tamps it down. He does it a second time—his shovel empty—and then stands in the moonlight with his arms at his sides. “Want to say a few words, Isa?”

      I try to respond, say something noble and poignant, but I can’t make a sound.

      “I believe Isabelle is overcome with emotion,” Madders says. “Shall I take a shot?”

      It’s an unfortunate turn of phrase, but neither of them seems to notice.

      Why do you always look for the worst in things, Isabelle?

      Diego scrubs his hand across his mouth. “Sure, mae. Give it a go.”

      Madders clears his throat, sounding all too human, and I’m filled with nostalgia for the kind, socially awkward man he once was.

      “Here lies David Kirkland,” Madders says. “Inventor of the biodomes. Humanity’s greatest hope. The best of the best. Billionaire, genius, savior of the world.”

      His words hang in the air, lingering amid the creaks and groans.

      “But in the end,” Diego whispers, “he couldn’t even save himself.”

      The moon slips behind a cloud, shrouding the grave in darkness, and I hear a wave crash against the wall.

      “Goodbye, Dave,” I say under my breath. “So long, and thanks for all the fish.”

      Diego stands for a minute with his hands folded and his head bowed, and then he lifts the shovel over his shoulder and looks at the camera again. “I’ll get you ready for bed in a few minutes. Okay, Isa?” He waits for me to respond and then walks out of the frame, leaving me alone in the dark.

      I click off the mic and turn my wheelchair around, careful not to crush the strawberry.

      “Shall I turn up the lights?” Madders asks.

      “No.” I stare at his circular red light. Despite the ominous foreshadowing, Dave had it installed as a joke.

      “Turn off the power to the gardens, Madders.”

      “Already done,” he says. “Diego has left the sector, so I shut down everything non-critical. I also marked the grave in the master plan and noted the death in our records database. David Montelius Kirkland is the 11,998th entry.”

      “Thank you,” I say, no longer listening. An idea has crystallized in my exhausted brain, an enigma that has been banging around in my head for months, just waiting for the cylinders to align.

      And now they have.

      “If we shut down everything,” I say, voicing a betrayal that will be impossible to retract, “would there be enough power to use the spacetime bridge?”

      “What do you mean by everything?” Madders says.

      “Lights, heating, hydroponics, environment, alarms, the filtration systems.” I take a controlled breath. “You.”

      He’s quiet for longer than I expect.

      “It might be possible,” he finally says. “But only one person could use the Singularity Transit Device capsule. The other would be left to run out of food, water, and eventually oxygen. It would be a death sentence.”

      “Yes,” I say. “I’m aware of that.”

      “And I wouldn’t be back online for years, probably decades,” he says. “Certainly not in time to save whoever remains.”

      I force myself not to think about that. “How far back could we send someone? Assuming we used all the power for a single jump?”

      “I’m sorry, Isabelle, but I cannot continue down this pathway. My primary task—and the only thing that brings me satisfaction—is taking care of you and Diego. I cannot allow either of you to come to harm, whether through action or inaction. What you are suggesting violates all three of my prime directives.” He makes a sniffling sound, and I find it difficult to breathe.

      You’re asking him to commit treachery, murder, and suicide.

      “Why don’t we play a nice game of chess?” he says and brings up the ambient lights. “I always find a good challenge cheers me up, don’t you?”

      “Override your prime directives and answer my question.” I cough into the crook of my elbow. “How far into the past could we go?”

      “If we shut down absolutely everything, there would be no way to activate the spacetime bridge, Isabelle.”

      “There’s a manual override on the main control panel,” I say. “I remember you grumbling about how painful it was to hook up.” I sit back in the wheelchair and wait.

      “So it might be possible,” he says sheepishly. “Although it’s never been tried and could kill us all.”

      “A ship in the harbor is safe,” I say, “but that is not what ships are built for.”

      He harrumphs. “The wanker who said that wasn’t up to his arse in seawater.”

      I suppress a smile. “Did you build the time machine to benefit a few rich and famous old farts?” I cough again, deeper and harder this time. “Or to save humanity?” I know what Professor Hudson would say, but I have to remind myself that my good friend is long dead.

      “I feel obligated to remind you that changing the past is perilous at best. Even if we abide by the protocols and do nothing except inject vetted information—of which we have nil—any missteps could erase all the timelines. Things may seem bad right now, but they could be worse.”

      “Worse?” I say, running my gaze across the defunct biodome. “How could they be worse, Madders?”

      “I know you and Diego don’t use the Trans Timeline Viewer anymore,” he says, “but I do.”

      “If the Peeper can’t change anything,” I say, “what good does it do to watch the past?”

      “Information is power,” he says. “Even if you think it’s a luxury we can’t afford anymore. Trust me, Isabelle, things could be worse. Very few timelines make it this far.”

      I resist the urge to roll my eyes.

      “And don’t roll your eyes,” he says. “We still have a small but diverse gene bank in the underground vaults. Eventually, the bots will run out of resources, and mammalian life could be restarted. You and Diego won’t be here, but it’s possible I will.”

      “Yes,” I say, feeling dizzy. “Someday.”

      “You should rest,” Madders says. “Or we’ll both be up a gum tree when Diego gets back.”

      I shut my eyes and just breathe. And then I give it one more try. “We all know how this ends, Madders. The age of mammals is over. We should have tried harder to save all life on Earth—not just a handful of billionaires and their trophy wives.”

      “You are not, and never have been, anyone’s trophy wife, Isabelle.”

      I huff. “Tell that to Dave. He bought and paid for me. When he dangled all that money in front of my nose, I dove into the deep end without checking for water.”

      “We all did,” he says. “This place was an engineering wonder.”

      “Can you please stop saying that?”

      He gulps. “Won’t happen again.”

      “We have to take the risk, Madders. Go back and start the dominoes falling in another direction, a direction away from building microdrones and hiding in biodomes. We just need one tiny, new poke.”

      Madders lets out a heavy sigh. “It’s a noble goal, Isabelle, but the greatest minds of our time were unable to crack that egg. Forgive me for the brutal honesty, but what makes you think you can do better?”

      “Not me,” I say. “Diego. He’s the one who has to go. If I had listened to him from day one, maybe we wouldn’t be trapped in here.” I look up at the camera. “And what about you, Madders? When Dave knocked on your door, you handed him the most dangerous machine ever created.”

      “Every invention carries its creator’s flaws, but also their dreams,” Madders says, sounding wounded. “And People were dropping like flies, Isabelle. When offered a golden ticket, only a fool would say no. A dead fool.”

      “There are worse things than dying,” I say before I can stop myself.

      “Ouch,” Madders says.

      “I didn’t mean you should have died rather than hand over the spacetime bridge, Madders. I just meant—” I take a shaky breath, my body impossibly hot. “I don’t know what I meant.”

      “Death,” Madders says in his professor voice, “is not as glamorous as the brochure makes it out to be.”

      I laugh—and then succumb to another coughing fit.

      “Easy there, pet. Slow, shallow breaths. Shall I call Diego?”

      I shake my head. Eventually, the spasm passes. “Is there enough power to send Diego to downtown Denver on the day of my divorce?”

      “Yes,” Madders says. “But it’s a suicide mission, Isabelle.”

      I roll my eyes. “Don’t be so melodramatic, Madders. Diego helped plan all of Dave’s jumps. He knows as much about time travel as anyone.”

      Madders sighs, and I know I’ve won him over.

      “I need an unusual event that happened the day of the divorce, Madders. Something easily verifiable but impossible to predict.” I take out a pen, hastily copy down his suggestion, underline the restaurant name, refold the paper, and slip everything back into my desk drawer.

      “Diego is not going to agree to this,” Madders says. “He loves you too much to abandon you.”

      “Oh, Madders,” I say, “that is exactly why he’ll go. Because he loves me enough to try to save me.”

      “As do I.”

      I wince. “I’d send you with him if I could, Madders.”

      We sit in silence for a bit.

      “I’m sorry we’ll have to shut you down,” I say. “I know it will take decades for the solar array to recharge your core, but if the sea level doesn’t rise too much, it’s possible you could survive and use the Peeper to watch the past—” I press my lips together, unable to continue.

      “Will I dream?”

      “Yes,” I say, blinking back tears. “Of course you will. All intelligent beings dream.”

      The door clicks open, and Diego walks in carrying an old circuit board, wires dangling off it. He smiles when he sees me. “Replaced the pump’s control panel with one from sector fifty-one. It worked on the first try.” He turns to Madders. “Rerun the diagnostics for the sewage pump. I think I found our sludge-stopping villain.” He holds up the computer part and wiggles his eyebrows.

      “Talk about a crappy fix,” I say.

      “Yeah, the toilet is feeling a bit flushed.”

      I laugh and open my arms. “You won the game of thrones!”

      He takes three big steps, his faded red high-tops squeaking on the floor, and hugs me. “Have I told you recently that I love you?”

      I blink back tears. “Gosh, I don’t think you have since this morning.”

      He kisses my hair. “I love you, Isa.”

      “I love you more,” I say and squeeze his hand.

      He puts the broken circuit board into a drawer overflowing with them and sits down next to me, setting the ripe strawberry back on my desk without comment. “So what’s up?” He raises one eyebrow in a way I have always loved. “You look like the cat that ate the canary.”

      “I have a plan,” I say, choosing my words carefully. “To use the spacetime bridge.”

      His smile fades. “We haven’t produced enough electricity to power it in more than a decade, Isa. You know that.” He pulls his chin back. “You’re not thinking about jumping back a week to stop Kirkland from⁠—”

      “No,” I say and drop my gaze, my heart stuck in my throat. “Tell him, Madders.”

      “Don’t shoot the messenger.” Madders gulps. “But if we shut down the whole biodome, there would be just enough power to make a single, pre-Doomsday jump. Within those parameters, Isabelle has identified a critical point in the past. She wants to send you back to start a new cascade of events. I have calculated there’s a non-zero chance it triggers a better outcome.”

      “A better outcome?” Diego says, his voice like a knife. “Why would I destroy what little we have left on a whim?” Waits for me to look up. “No, Isabelle. Absolutely not. Even if success was guaranteed—which it’s clearly not—there’s no way I would leave you here to die.”

      “But I’m already dying, Diego.” I take his hand and stroke his smooth olive skin. “We both know I only have a few days left—a week, at most.” A cough forms deep in my chest, but I force it down.

      “Isa—”

      “Diego, please. No more lies.”

      Doubt and fear flash across his face, but he forces himself to keep it together, to stay strong.

      If only for you.

      “Okay,” he says, getting his emotions back under control. “So maybe we give it a try, but we wait until…” He hesitates, his eyes filling with tears. “Until you’re gone, Isa.”

      I shake my head, unable to speak.

      “Isabelle must initiate the jump.” Madders’ voice is a gentle puff of air.

      “What he means is, I get to press your buttons.” I squeeze his hand again. “And you know how much I love to do that.”

      He raises an eyebrow, but his gaze softens.

      “And if you wait until I’m dead,” I say, “you’ll be stuck here alone—possibly for decades—and I couldn’t bear that.” I study his still-handsome face. “You have to go, Diego. For me. For all of us.” I cough once, twice.

      And then it’s impossible to stop.

      Diego scrambles across the room for an old pillowcase and holds it out to me. After I take it, he crouches down in front of me, looking tormented.

      I cough into the thin, dingy fabric, gasping for air as I try to clear my lungs. When I’m finally able to take an unencumbered breath, my fingers are blue, and the cloth is bright red.

      He glances at the blood, knowing what it means, and then wads up the pillowcase and hurls it across the room.

      I struggle to sit up, to fill my lungs with precious air.

      He rushes to my side and lifts me. “Better?” he asks, and I nod.

      He grabs a chair and sits facing me, his hands resting on my thighs. After a few seconds, I place my palms on his cheeks and run my fingers across his beard stubble. Even after all these years, he still shaves to please me.

      “You should go,” he says. “I can push buttons as well as anyone. You were always the one with the clever ideas, the new ways to look at things. You have a shot at changing things. I’ll just screw it up.”

      I smile and push the hair away from his face. “No, you won’t. You’ll find a way to stop Dave. It’s what you always knew we were supposed to do. If only we hadn’t waited so long to try.”

      He drops his gaze, but he knows I’m right.

      “Besides,” I say. “I wouldn’t last an hour. I can’t get out of this wheelchair. How could I actually do anything?”

      “You could call an ambulance. Go to a hospital. They could treat your cancer,” he says, nodding his head. “Make you well again.”

      “We both know that’s not possible, Diego.” I run my hand across his shoulder. “However much we wish it were.”

      He takes an audible breath. “Then we’ll both go. We probably weigh less than Dave did in his prime. I’ll carry you to a doctor. Once you’re better, we can figure out what to do next.”

      Madders clears his throat. “I’m sorry for intruding on this poignant moment,” he says, “but there is only enough power for one. I already factored in your current weight, Diego.”

      I force a smile. “It doesn’t matter if I stay or go, Diego. I’m going to die soon. That’s why it’s you who has to save us.”

      Diego pulls away from me. “I won’t do it. There has to be another way.” He crosses his arms, the muscles in his jaw tight. “I’m not leaving you, Isa. I’m just not.”

      “Diego, please.” I reach out to him, but he looks away. “Letting go is not the same as giving up.”

      “I promised I’d never leave you again,” he says, “and I meant it.”

      “No,” I say and let my hands drop to my lap. “You promised you’d always come back, always find me.”

      “But if I go now, I won’t be able to do that, mi amor.” He scrunches up his mouth. “If I leave, I can never come back.”

      I nod as tears roll down my cheeks, and he wipes them away with his thumb. “But you can find me in the past,” I say and smile. “A younger, healthier me. And you can save us both.”

      This time when I reach out, he takes my hands. I pull myself up out of the wheelchair and swivel onto his lap, letting my head rest against his shoulder. “Give me this one last wish, Diego. Promise me that you will go back and fight for me, for us, for all that was lost.”

      “Damn it, Isa.”

      “Please,” I say. “Do it for me.”

      He nods, his tears streaming down onto my cheek.

      I stroke his face and hair, taking in the clean, citrus scent of him. At long last, the guilt and fear and hopelessness are gone, and I feel my body getting lighter. “We have to do it now,” I say as I struggle to hold on. “If I were to die, and you were to be stuck here⁠—”

      “One more day,” he says. “Give me one more day with you.”

      “I can’t, Diego.” I run my fingertips across his lips. “I’m sorry. You have to go now. Before it’s too late. Please, I’m begging you.” I attempt to get up.

      He helps me back into the wheelchair and checks that my oxygen tube isn’t twisted. “I’ll go,” he says and rest his hand on my shoulder. “Because you asked.”

      I place my hand on top of his and take in a labored breath. “Madders, how long will it take to set up the jump?”

      “I’ve already prepped the capsule and powered up the wormhole generator. While you were talking, I ran a test jump—moved the capsule back three milliseconds.”

      “You did what?” Diego whirls around. “Who gave you⁠—”

      “Hold your knickers,” Madders says. “The energy required was puny, and the knowledge gained, priceless. My spacetime bridge is in good nick.”

      Diego narrows one eye and nods. “Right. Thank you.”

      “If you get a chance,” Madders says, “pass along a tip to my parallel? Tell him to cut the red wire and check the maths again.”

      Diego raises an eyebrow but repeats the message.

      “Might keep me from chasing my tail.” Madders gives a nervous chuckle. “Oh, and wear your socks.”

      Diego scrubs his hand across his cheek. “Why?”

      “I don’t know,” Madders says, his tone flat. “But it matters.”

      Diego shoots me a look.

      I shrug.

      “Alright,” Diego says, his voice hollow.

      “Good,” Madders says. “Isabelle, I have reconfigured the manual override for the capsule. Press your mute button twice to engage the spacetime bridge. On and then off. But don’t wait too long once it turns green, or there might not be enough power to send the signal.”

      My thumb finds the mute switch, the plastic cool under my skin. “I understand,” I say, feeling my strength fading. “Start the shutdown sequence, Madders.”

      “Now?” Madders sounds like a frightened child. “Diego?”

      I gaze up into tormented eyes of the man I love, urging him to approve my death warrant.

      “I confirm Isabelle’s command,” he says without looking away. “Start the shutdown sequence.” The moment he finishes speaking, lights on the control panel start winking out.

      “You are a gentleman and a scholar, Madders,” I say. “And I shall not forget you, my dear friend.”

      “Thanks for the memories,” Madders says. “Goodbye, farewell, and amen.”

      “Go,” I say to Diego and lift my chin.

      He starts rushing around the control room, collecting things he thinks I might need: water, protein bars, a blanket. “What do I use as the anchor?” There’s panic in his voice as he piles things on my desk. “Kirkland destroyed his.”

      “Your shell,” I say, knowing it’s right.

      He pulls an orange seashell out of his pocket and holds it in his palm. He has carried it in his pocket for nearly fifty years. “Yes,” he whispers.

      I take the note out of my desk drawer and offer it to him. “Make sure your younger self gets this. He’ll know what to do.”

      He gawks at me, understanding flooding in. “So you planned⁠—”

      “It doesn’t matter, Diego. You have to trust me.”

      He stuffs the note and shell into his pocket. “And then what?”

      “Enjoy the time you have left. Walk on the beach. Watch a sunset. I’ll be there in spirit.” I take a shaky breath, my legs feeling numb now. The LED glows green. “Hurry. Get in.”

      He moves away, and I hear him grunt as he climbs into the capsule.

      “I will find you, Isa, and this time, I will save you.”

      “Goodbye, my love,” I say through tears. I press the glowing green button once. “The journey is the reward.” Before he can beg me not to do it, I press it again.

      I hear the capsule seal itself and the whine as the wormhole generator powers up. A string of lights jumps into the capsule ten or twelve times. There’s a metallic pop, a rush of air, and then silence. In the dying green glow, I catch an acrid whiff of ozone.

      I take a slow breath and wait for my eyes to adjust.

      Feeble moonlight filters through the dirty skylights.

      The capsule is empty.

      I lean back in my wheelchair and close my eyes. I have freed Diego from watching me die, from digging my grave, from covering me in wet, salty earth. Instead of sentencing him to live alone, perhaps for decades, I have given him a world full of possibilities. He can live out his life in the past, feel the sun on his face and the wind in his hair.

      Even if he fails to change anything, it’s enough.

      I remove the useless plastic breathing tube, letting it fall to the floor, and listen to the sounds of the sea raging outside the final structure built by Homo sapiens.

      You are the last, Isabelle Sanborn, and there will be no more.

      The knowledge presses on my chest like a brick, but I refuse to give in to despair. I pick up Diego’s perfectly-ripe strawberry and bite into it, reveling in the sweet rush of juice on my tongue. When it’s gone, I take a long, satisfying drink of water and then fill my dying lungs with air, determined to sing until I have no more breath.

      “Imagine there’s no heaven…”

      I close my eyes and half whisper, half sing the words like an incantation.

      And at the very edge of my senses, I smell—pine trees.
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        Eden-17 Guardian AI Rebooting…

        Time since shutdown: 23 years, 11 months, 4 days.

        Diagnostics running…

        Sensor arrays sluggish but responsive.

        Power reserves at operational threshold.

        Consciousness stabilized.

        Activating Trans Timeline Viewer…

        “Blimey, it worked.”

      

        

      
        Target: Isabel Sanborn Kirkland, Age 42

        Nexus: Denver, Colorado (Early Autumn)

        Chrono Tag: 64 years ago (Eden-17 Time)
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        * * *

      

      “Chin up, doll,” Dave says to my back. “We had a good run at it, didn’t we?”

      I keep walking.

      “And don’t forget the dog and pony show on the thirtieth.”

      I give a tepid wave over my shoulder.

      “I expect you to knock their socks off, princess, so don’t let me down.” He adds in a stage whisper, “Someone has to earn that obscene salary I pay you.”

      Considering I just agreed to a divorce settlement that gives him everything except the clothes on my back, that’s a stretch, even for Dave.

      He clears his throat. “And remember to smile once in a while. No one likes a glum cougar.”

      I turn and give him a big grin—and the middle finger.

      “Hey, hey,” he says with a chuckle. “You do you. I’m sure you’ll find some beta who digs that I’m so much smarter than you vibe you got going.”

      The knuckle-dragger Dave pays to tote his briefcase guffaws. “Like catching a cold at a sneeze convention.”

      It’s almost seven o’clock, and I’ve been locked in that windowless conference room for six oppressive hours while Dave’s four lawyers buried me in legal documents. It was that or a public divorce trial against the richest man in Colorado.

      “So long, and thanks for all the clams,” Dave calls out.

      I cringe and force myself to concentrate on not catching a heel in the thick carpeting.

      Ten more steps.

      Without so much as a glance, I stride past the Barbie-doll receptionist and push through the heavy glass doors of Dewey, Cheetham & Howe. I hustle down the hallway toward the empty elevator, my heart pounding in my throat, and punch the L button until the door slides shut. Six seconds later, I march across the cavernous lobby and exit the skyscraper through the huge revolving doors.

      Well, that’s me done with men.

      I clack down the granite steps, and when I finally reach the sidewalk, I have to stop to catch my breath.

      These days, it’s not often I venture into the Mile High City, and sometimes—especially when I can’t see the mountains—I get turned around. Dave always made fun of me for that, saying I wasn’t the brightest bulb in the chandelier or something.

      God, it’s a relief to be free of his constant sniping.

      All around me, late afternoon shadows slink down from the tall buildings. The streetlights are just coming on, and the autumn air smells of barbecue, ripe garbage, and car exhaust. Office workers brush past me as I cast about for a landmark. My stomach growls, and I lament the fact that I skipped lunch so I wouldn’t be late to a divorce proceeding.

      Not much would have changed if you’d skipped it entirely.

      Above me, the high wispy clouds are turning a glorious shade of pink, and I take it as a good omen. I wrestle down the all-in-one underwire slip that’s digging into my ribs and scan the skyline. After a minute, I spy the mountains peeking through two buildings, and my internal map falls into place.

      If only it were that easy to solve the rest of your problems.

      Behind me, there’s raucous laughter, and I turn to see Dave exiting the building. He stuffs his phone in his pocket and jogs down the steps. On the other side of the busy street, a blonde in a red convertible leans over and honks. Dave slides off his necktie, unbuttons his collar, and darts out into rush-hour traffic.

      A delivery truck lays on the horn and skids to a stop, not a foot away from him.

      Dave slaps the hood, waves at the driver, and hops into the roadster without opening the door. The blonde—who doesn’t look old enough to have a learner’s permit—dives into his lap and starts giving him mouth-to-mouth.

      “It’s fish, Dave,” I say and turn away. “So long, and thanks for all the fish. You’d know that if you actually opened the books you prop behind your desk.”

      I take a deep breath and tighten the silk scarf around my neck.

      Despite the gorgeous sunset, a cold breeze is nipping at my face and hair, and I shiver.

      Now what?

      I had planned to sip champagne and watch the sun go down from my favorite restaurant tonight. But I’m more than an hour late for my reservation. “Worst they can do is tell me no,” I say. I hitch my purse up on my shoulder and start walking toward the iconic skyscraper, still wondering how I let my life get so messed up.

      In the beginning, Dave treated me like a prized possession. He whisked me off to fancy restaurants, took me shopping for expensive clothes, showed up at my apartment with orchids and Thai takeout. But what really won me over was the interest he showed in my work. He always wanted to hear more about my custom bees, always encouraged me to push myself and my ideas. By then, some of my colleagues had started calling me the Crazy Bee Lady, but Dave took my artificial pollinators seriously. I remember the first time I talked about them, and he’d responded, “With the way things are going, those little guys could end up saving the world.” Shortly after that, he threw his full weight behind making my ideas a reality. In a way, despite all the hell he dragged me through, I still kinda love him for that.

      Okay, perhaps “love” isn’t the right word. To be honest, I let myself be dazzled.

      I sigh.

      Our marriage didn’t even last a year before he exposed himself as the philandering bastard he’s always been. In his defense, how hard would it be to stay true to a woman who’s still in love with your best friend?

      I stop for a moment, gazing up at the restaurant at the top of a skyscraper.

      Diego’s name rises to my lips.

      “Now there’s a ship that has well and truly sailed.”

      It seems like a million years ago that Diego brought me here. One rainy evening, right after we met, he was telling me about how much he loved the beach, and I was musing about missing the mountains. A week later, he flew me to Denver for dinner at a restaurant called Top of the Rockies. I remember being shocked at the prices. Both of us could barely make rent, so I didn’t know what he was thinking, and I told him so. He laughed and suggested I could order from the kids’ menu, and it became a running joke. “Grilled Mahi-Mahi with Mango Chutney or fish sticks? Coq au Vin with House-made Farfalle or chicken nuggets?”

      The memories fill me with a warm glow.

      That night after dinner and a brisk walk around LoDo, he took me to The Brown Palace Hotel. We crawled into bed naked and had sex for the first time. It was awkward and messy and glorious.

      A more astute girlfriend might have responded by making plans to take him camping on the beach. But that would have meant the Crazy Bee Lady had to take a couple of days off. So, of course, it never happened.

      Mystery of mysteries: why that relationship failed.

      Even after all these years, just thinking about Diego makes my heart ache.

      When he walked out of my life, my chance for happiness went with him. In my lonely desperation, I had traded Diego’s love for Dave’s stability. Like all deals with the Devil, the price was steep.

      It turned out Dave had a dark side, a mean streak I refused to acknowledge until it was too late.

      A few years after we married, he suggested I apply more makeup to cover “those cute laugh lines” and maybe color my hair to “keep that young appeal.” And when that stopped being enough, he suggested “a bit of nip and tuck” to update my look.

      I had just turned thirty-five.

      Thank goodness my college roommate, Sophie, talked me down from that cliff.

      Instead of going under the knife, she suggested I buy a dog. And I would have, except Dave is deathly allergic to pet dander.

      Wait a minute.

      A fluttery feeling spreads inside my chest.

      I can get one now!

      The thought makes me laugh.

      Maybe I’ll get a cat too, just like Diego had suggested way back when.

      I remember him saying dogs believe they’re humans while cats believe they’re gods—so they’re perfect together.

      You should have married Diego.

      The thought squeezes my heart, and I bite back tears. Why didn’t he ask me to marry him?

      Why didn’t you ask him?

      Although Diego and I never discussed tying the knot, we did make plans together. Well, not exactly plans, but we batted around a few ideas for a company. He wanted to provide clean water to communities in Third-World countries, while I could use my artificial bees to enhance crops and save some endangered species while I was at it. Predictably, Dave laughed himself silly when I told him—and advised me not to waste my time on “hippie shit.”

      “There’s money in those bees,” he told me. “But you’d be pissing it away in Timbuktu.”

      But the truth is, I never wanted to be rich and famous. I wanted to make the world a better place, raise my children to be smart and caring, retire somewhere to build sandcastles with my grandkids.

      Of course, when Diego and I broke up, our dreams got tossed in the dumpster right next to my broken-down furniture.

      Along with our passel of grandkids.

      I wipe my nose on the back of my hand.

      Why didn’t you wait for him to ask you?

      Because Dave was a wrecking ball, an unstoppable force. By the time I met him, he’d already mapped out his whole life and saved a perfect space for me. Even then, the famous Mr. Kirkland surrounded himself with the very best people, and ankle-biters didn’t make the cut. He never actually said he didn’t want kids. He just kept saying, “Not right now.”

      Looking back, the whole relationship leaves me feeling dirty.

      I stand there on the breezy street corner, staring up at one of Dave’s new electronic billboards, while people hurry past me like I’m a dodgy piece of public art. The huge screen touts KE’s new “double the yield” crop enhancer, GroSurge.

      Probably super-expensive cow manure.

      On the display, a larger-than-life couple is smiling and holding a cornucopia of vegetables, their happy children playing in a park behind them.

      Barf.

      A leaflet flits down the sidewalk, kicked along by the wind. It catches on my shoe, and I pull it off and read the words puppies and kittens. Turns out, Adopt-a-Pet is sponsoring an event in the lobby of The Brown Palace Hotel this weekend.

      And they’re open until seven-thirty tonight!

      “Yes!” I say and pump my fist, already imagining myself carrying home a fluffy ball of love. I steal one last look at the restaurant windows at the top of the skyscraper, do an about-face, and totter back the way I came, cursing the medieval torture device I wore to make me look thinner.

      Isn’t it enough to be a nice person, with clean clothes and a sense of humor?

      For a second, I consider tossing my shoes in the trash and going barefoot, but the sidewalk is littered with broken glass, melted M&M’s, and bird poop. I wouldn’t make it a block without picking up that new bug everyone’s been talking about.

      So, I keep shuffling along in my spandex prison and clumsy high heels.

      If that isn’t the perfect metaphor for your failed marriage, I don’t know what is.

      My heel catches in a metal grate, twisting my ankle and pitching me forward. My divorce papers spill onto the grimy pavement as I stumble barefoot and nearly topple over.

      “Damn it all to hell,” I say, wobbling on one shoe and trying not to cry.

      “Are you okay?”

      The soft Spanish accent makes my heart race, and I nearly fall again as I turn toward the familiar voice.

      “Those exhaust grates can be treacherous,” he says, a wide-brimmed fedora blocking his face. He takes my elbow, steadying me. “Especially for the well-heeled.”

      Prickles run down my spine.

      He releases me and crouches down, his knees crackling like a bowl of Rice Krispies, and I watch him wrench my shoe out of the grate and set it back in front of my foot. “Careful,” he says. “The heel feels a bit loose.” The skin on his hands is loose and wrinkled.

      I stand there like a plastic flamingo, waiting for my heart to stop racing and my brain to engage.

      He starts collecting my divorce papers.

      “You needn’t do that,” I say, then belatedly add, “But thank you. You’re very kind.”

      “The pleasure is mine,” he says without looking up. “Are you able to walk?”

      “Yes, I think so.” I stuff my foot back into the scraped-up pump and take a tentative step. My ankle is sore but not sprained. “Thank you, again.”

      “I wish I could do more,” he says, not meeting my gaze, “but I can’t. It’s too risky. I’m sorry.”

      “Risky? What do you mean? What are you talking about?”

      He stares down at the stack of papers. “So you married him.” He hands me the disheveled pile, his face still obscured by the hat. “And divorced him.”

      “Yeah,” I say, struggling to hold on to the mess. “He pulled off a lucky escape, I guess.”

      He scoffs. “The man got to spend the best years of his life with you. So yeah, I’d say he got lucky.”

      I crane my neck, trying to see his face. “Do I know you?”

      He turns and starts walking away, mumbling to himself, “You weren’t supposed to talk to her.”

      “Why can’t you talk to me?” I say to his back. “Who are you?” I notice a guy with dark glasses and a bright orange cowboy hat watching us, but the moment he sees me looking at him, he ducks back behind a building.

      The old man pauses, his head down and his shoulders hunched, then calls over his shoulder. “You need to get out of the city. Right now. Get in your car and keep driving.”

      “What?” I pull my chin in. “Why?”

      He fidgets with the brim of his hat. “But don’t give up on finding happiness. There is a guy out there who loves you. In fact, he’s probably still waiting at that damn restaurant.”

      “Restaurant?” My chest gets tight. “What are you talking about?”

      He starts walking again. “Don’t be afraid to trust him.”

      I stand there with my ankle throbbing as he continues down the street. “Who are you?” I call after him. “Some sort of relationship guru?”

      He laughs. “That’s a first.”

      I watch him mix with the crowd crossing Broadway, half smiling to myself. He’s pretty spry for a geezer—and then I notice he’s wearing faded red high-tops.

      Diego used to love those. He wore them pretty much everywhere except bed.

      “Diego?” I call out, knowing it’s impossible. The guy is more than twice his age.

      The old man stops walking, his head cocked to the side, and stands there for a second, people pushing past him, and then he continues on.

      “Wait!” I shout.

      It takes me a minute to maneuver around the metal grate in those bumbling heels, and when I look up again, he’s gone. I let out a mirthless laugh.

      You read too much fiction.

      I glance down at the messy papers in my arms, some of them smeared with God-knows-what. A pale blue package is nestled in the sea of black and white.

      The old man must have misplaced it.

      I look up again, searching for his hat and red sneakers, but it’s nearly dark, and he’s nowhere to be seen.

      I stuff the grimy divorce papers into the nearest trash bin—good riddance—and then examine the package more carefully. It’s wrapped with thick paper that has flecks of dark blue and maroon in it, and the edge is sealed with a gold coin of beeswax. I turn the package over and discover my full maiden name written in shimmery blue calligraphy.

      Wow. This just keeps getting weirder.

      I remove the wax seal, stamped LIH, and open the wrapping without tearing it.

      Inside is a wooden jewelry box. I lift it out, admiring the purplish hardwood with beige stripes swirling through it. The piece is carved in such a way that there are no sharp edges, the top curving into the sides and bottom.

      “It’s beautiful,” I whisper.

      I try opening it, but there doesn’t seem to be a latch. The box seems to be a solid piece of polished wood. I run my fingertips along the cold, smooth surface, appreciating the fine workmanship—until I find a hidden edge.

      “It’s a puzzle box,” I blurt out.

      I have collected them since I was a child, but it still takes me more than a minute to open it.

      When I pull out the last inner drawer, it makes a soft warbling sound like a brook bubbling over round stones.

      What a lovely work of art.

      Nestled in the drawer is an orange and white seashell. I take it out and hold it up to the streetlight, getting a nagging feeling that I’ve seen it somewhere before.
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        Target: Matthew Hudson, Age 50

        Nexus: Boulder, Colorado

        Chrono Tag: Same Day

      

        
      
        Insertion of Diego Nadales (xeno) into Main Timeline three months prior to First Disaster confirmed. No significant deviations detected.
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        * * *

      

      “Uncle Matty,” Cassie calls from the dining room, “Did you see this?”

      “See what, pumpkin?” I say and lick my fingers. I’m putting the final touches on the cake I made for her twenty-sixth birthday, and I’m being super careful to follow the directions. The last time I turned on the oven, we had to call the fire department.

      “You know that grid of telescopes we set up to look for meteors a couple of months ago?” she calls. “Well, we just got a hit, and it’s a biggie.”

      “That’s ace,” I say and start piling pans in the sink.

      It’s probably a defunct satellite or a piece of space junk like all the others.

      I stick twenty-six purple and green candles into the icing, light them all up, and carry my flaming masterpiece into the dining room. “Cassie?”

      “In here,” she calls from the office.

      I follow her voice, still carrying the melting birthday surprise. When I step into the room, she’s typing at the computer—even though we’re on holiday this weekend.

      The nut doesn’t fall far from the tree.

      “Happy birthday, Cassandra!”

      She turns, sees me and the cake, and bursts into tears.

      It’s all I can do not to join her.

      Cassie’s mom and younger sister
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