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PART 1 

			“Words have weight, something once said cannot be unsaid. Meaning is like a stone dropped into a pool; the ripples will spread and you cannot know what back they wash against.”

			– Philippa Gregory

			

	

1 

			Universe Delta

			August 8, 2008

			11:47 pm

			The lab was eerily quiet after the roar of the machine cut out. Xander Marks turned to face his lab assistant, who also happened to be his daughter. It was nearly midnight on August 8, 2008. Both exhausted and exhilarated, they finally had a moment to acknowledge all that had just happened.

			What they had planned was for Xander to be the first person to walk through the Portal they had invented to a sister device that was located around the world. After his brief stay in Tokyo to take photos and confirm he was healthy after the trip, he would walk back through the Portal. This had been his revolutionary idea to cut down on the carbon emissions from airlines and other forms of transportation. His initial plan had been to travel across the multiverse, but he hadn’t perfected the equation to pinpoint the exact location of another portal in time. In space, yes. It helped that he knew the exact location of the sister Portal in Japan. But he couldn’t yet find another device in time.

			What they didn’t realize as they prepared for his initial journey, was that no other functional devices existed in a parallel universe. At least not yet.

			So, Dr. Marks strode confidently across the globe by taking one step through the Portal and he returned by exerting the same effort. But that was just his own physical movement. The power required to activate the machines was incredible. He knew that they would have to find a way to reduce the amount of energy required if his invention would ever have commercial applications. But first it had to work.

			What he didn’t know, what he couldn’t know, was that the power being used on that first trip was sending a signal out across space-time, a homing beacon for future travelers of the multiverse.

			He may have considered it, but it is hard to think multiversally when you’ve only ever experienced one reality.

			His departure from the lab was a success. He arrived in Tokyo to the cheers of the small team waiting for him. They congratulated Xander and quickly began to execute the plan that had been developed over the past few weeks. Katsumi strapped a blood pressure gauge to his arm and stuck a thermometer in his mouth. Jiro held a Geiger counter up to him and furiously scribbled notes on his clipboard.

			Behind the console, Hajime monitored the energy output and recycle. He was making sure that everything would be ready for another trip in just a matter of minutes. Only three assistants had been waiting for him when he arrived. They had agreed to keep a minimal team on hand to record his travel. That way if something went wrong and he didn’t go anywhere, there was minimal disappointment. He was supposed to be greeted by his daughter and his boss back in Washington, D.C. But the billionaire mogul who bankrolled his research and all the research at the thinktank, Lionel Rogers, had been called away for a family emergency around 9:30 pm, leaving Xander and his daughter to complete the rest of the preparations on their own. (Not that Rogers was much help, he understood just enough to sign the checks. He was woefully out of his depth when it came to quantum mechanics.)

			As he waited for the all-clear to return, Dr. Marks looked out the window on the beautiful mid-day skyline of downtown Tokyo. It was already “tomorrow” here. He wished he could stay longer, explore. But he would be back in Tokyo again soon, he assured himself. Now that this crossing had been successful, he could pop over for fresh sushi any time. Well, any time on August 8, he still had to figure out how to expand the quantum jitters. But that was a problem to solve another day. For now, the world was about to change. He took a deep breath (because Katsumi asked him to as she held a stethoscope to his back) and reminded himself to enjoy this moment. The moment of success before all the additional work began.

			With the measurements done, he was good to go. Each of their faces beamed with delight. “Thank you so much for your quick work. I’ll have Nina confirm once I am back in our lab and we will be sure to do a real celebration together soon!”

			The team in Tokyo sent his daughter back in Washington, D.C. a message when her father arrived and again just before he walked back through. She hadn’t acknowledged either message, but it had not been part of the plan for her to respond, so they didn’t think much of it at the time. Hajime called out to Dr. Marks that Nina had not responded. But he was so elated at the success of his first trip that he brushed off the warning. Surely, Nina was pacing in front of the machine, anxiously awaiting his return. Perhaps she was so excited that she had begun to celebrate. Both actions would have been incredibly uncharacteristic of his daughter, but he wasn’t thinking much about her. He was thinking of the articles that would be written, the prizes to be awarded.

			Dr. Marks bowed to his colleagues in Tokyo. The Portal came to life with a pearlescent glow and he stepped through.

			He expected to see his daughter behind the console, eager to welcome him back. He expected to have his temperature, blood pressure, and other vital signs checked again by Nina immediately upon his return. He expected a small celebration and then a good night’s rest before a big day of alerting the world.

			But what he didn’t expect was to see that a band of travelers from across the multiverse had already joined his daughter for this auspicious moment.

			He didn’t expect to learn that the power of the Portal had been corrupted and an evil man named Parker in another universe had used the invention to kidnap and murder.

			It appeared that his daughter, Nina, had already been pulled away from their moment of discovery to help these weary travelers find a way back to the correct space and time. It was a lot for Dr. Marks to process. Especially since two of the three travelers were also his daughters, the alter-egos of the one he had just left in Washington, D.C.

			As the two other Ninas and their friend, Marie, explained the situation, he knew that he and his daughter needed to act fast to get them back to their place in the multiverse. They had all come from 2018, a decade into the future, and with them brought technological advances that he hadn’t dreamed of yet.

			First, they had a quantum drive with the saved coordinates for the exact location in space and time that they needed to get to. Apparently, they had solved for this problem, but didn’t know how to generate enough power. It was as though the lock and key had finally been placed together. With only minutes until August 8 ended, they had to use the next quantum jitter to walk into the Portal across space-time. There could be more quantum jitters after midnight, but they knew for sure there would be at least one more before the day ended.

			The women worked together, the clock wound down, and just as strangely as they had appeared, the three visitors left.

			It was a lot of knowledge and emotion to process as Dr. Marks stared at his daughter, his actual daughter from that universe. His salt-and-pepper hair in perfect place, his tweed jacket unrumpled. It was as though nothing of much consequence had just happened. He looked totally normal. But absolutely everything had changed.

			He wanted to tell her all about his trip across the Portal, to ask more details about how the travelers came through, to talk about the ramifications of what he had just witnessed. If others used the same logic that those visitors had, there could be more people stepping through the Portal again and again once they dialed into the exact time that the power source was first used.

			Nina was the first to make a sound. “Oh my gosh!” She did a small leap in place and lunged forward to hug him. Her smile, the same one she wore since she was an infant, broke out across her face. In that instant he snapped into “Dad” mode. The sentiment, the excitement, the pride all welled up within him, mist drawing to his eyes. He hugged his daughter who quickly pulled away and continued her giddy motions. Nina’s arms wiggled as she did her own brand of happy dance. Her black-brown hair shaking and covering her face.

			Xander was gob smacked. “We did it!” He finally managed to get out some words through the shock.

			Nina paused her celebration and jumped into work mode. She had two clear demeanors with her dad, always trying to remain professional while in the lab. “Okay, we need to take your readings, the team in Tokyo has been sending me lots of messages asking if you got back through in one piece.”

			It had already been several minutes since he returned, but it felt like a lifetime. His entire world view had shifted. Nina continued to rattle off the list of things that needed to be done. The pale, watery skin beneath her eyes showed every sign of exhaustion, but her voice carried enough energy to get them well into the morning. “Then we need to record everything that happened. I think we should do video testimonials separately so that we don’t contaminate each other’s accounts.” Nina was firing off tasks and follow-up items.

			Dr. Marks finally felt his own brain start to fire; his wonder now dissipated. They needed to take action quickly, they were losing precious time. With each moment the details would become more fuzzy, less precise. Xander ran his left hand through his graying hair, slightly greasy and in need of a good shampoo.

			“Alright then, you respond to the team and let them know I’m fine. Don’t tell them about the rest just yet. You’re right, we still need to do my health check and then we need to record our experience.”

			Nina looked over at him and crossed her arms. “Yeah, I just said that, Dad.” As he had often experienced, he went from a hero in her eyes to an annoyance in very little time. He would have never tolerated such insolence from any other lab assistant, but it was clear in that moment that she was not his employee, she was his daughter.

			“Well, I was agreeing with you,” he said in his usual apologetic tone, so typical of dads who want to keep their cool.

			“Great, can you grab the video equipment? I’ll get everything else set up,” she had already returned to the console and was blasting off one message after another to Hajime.

			“Right!” Xander turned on his heel and walked as quickly as he could down the hall to his office. His was the nicest on that floor, a corner office with an expansive open area, enough room for a couch and coffee table, his large desk, and a storage closest for A/V equipment. The plush carpet dampened his footsteps, unlike the hallway he had just come down where his heels clicked the whole way.

			He unlocked the A/V closet and looked for the right cameras and their corresponding tripods and cords. Nina had been telling him for years to organize these in distinct bins for easy use. But they were physicists, they never had a video emergency. Until that night. Oh boy, and Rogers missed all of this, Xander shook his head. But at second thought, he realized that was probably for the best.

			As Xander searched for the right items, he thought he heard the air conditioning kick on. For early August, this wasn’t an unexpected sound, but it usually never started on a night when temperatures dipped. He refocused and found the extension cord he was looking for. He placed each item carefully on a dolly so he could roll it down the hall and not risk dropping and breaking the expensive equipment.

			Xander tried to roll the cart across the carpet of his office, but the wheels were slow to turn. He spotted the clock on his desk. 11:51 pm. Only a little bit of time left in the day. Just thinking about how late it was made him sleepy, but he knew they had to make their observations now.

			As he pushed the cart along the hallway he called out to Nina. “Let’s set up your video in the lab and I can record mine in the office.”

			When he maneuvered the dolly into the lab, he was surprised to see it empty.

			“Nina?” he looked around the wide-open room and didn’t see her. Had she run off to the restroom perhaps? He didn’t hear her in the hallway.

			Xander decided to start with the tripod so that they would be ready once the quick medical exam was complete. He brought the camera over to the console and noticed a flashing signal on the screen.

			“UNKNOWN UNIVERSE CONTACT”

			The message flashed repeatedly. He assumed this was a left-over alarm from the travelers who had just left. But his gaze shifted and he noted that Universes Alpha, Beta, and Gamma were clearly marked on the screen. So, what was the Unknown Universe?

			His eyes dropped to the message box that was open between Nina and Hajime.

			NMarks: Yes, Dad just came back through. Sorry for the delay. Very excited!

			Hajime504: Great, did you take his readings? We’re all very excited but we need to get the correct measurements recorded.

			NMarks: Yes, yes. About to take his readings now.

			Hajime504: Send them when you are done, please.

			NMarks: Are you sending Jiro or Katsumi through the Portal?

			Hajime504: No, why?

			Hajime504: Do you have the readings?

			The conversation seemed normal. Hajime was always down to business, and in this case Marks admired his tenacity and precision. But what was Nina’s question about Jiro and Katsumi about? That wasn’t part of their plan.

			And where was she? “Nina?!” he called out.

			He heard no reply. “Nina!” he bellowed once more before setting down the equipment and heading for the restroom at the end of the hall. He knocked on the women’s room door. No answer. He gently pushed the door open and called again for Nina before he saw all three stalls were empty. Without thinking he dashed back down the hall to the break room to see if she was perhaps brewing some fresh coffee. Not there either.

			He ran back into the lab and moved the equipment away from the console. Xander plopped down in the office chair and wheeled himself closer to the screens. Dr. Marks dismissed the alert about the Unknown Universe and the screen returned to the standard view of the grid representing space-time. When he and Nina had first designed the console, even without the ability to travel to a different universe, they knew that one day it might be possible. The screen had been a bare grid for as long as he could remember. But now it was lit up with five distinct points. Each labeled: Alpha, Beta, Gamma, Delta, and UNKNOWN.

			On the next screen he saw the frequencies for the two Ninas and Marie who had just arrived and taken off. They were all currently in Universe Beta.

			And then he saw a third yellow line, a third Nina line. It showed a change in location from Universe Delta to UNKNOWN.

			Had she engaged the Portal and taken off to another universe without him? Where was she?

			He ran back to his office and unlocked his desktop computer. As quickly as his thick fingers would allow, he navigated to the security footage of the lab. The entire facility had a security team and cameras near the exits. But he had insisted that his lab have a separate camera feed, a secure line that would only transmit to his computer. The technology was too tempting to competitors. He didn’t want to risk someone breaking into the building’s system and erasing information or stealing a peek at the design.

			Thankfully, he had gotten his way. He was able to pull up the video feed for the lab and watched back as he left the first time. He sped up the recording and saw the trio of travelers spill out of the Portal only seconds later. Then as they left. He saw his daughter hug him and then he left the lab for the A/V equipment.

			And then Nina was sitting at the console. Oh, come on, I wasn’t gone that long, he thought as he watched the playback. Then another figure stepped through the Portal. Dressed in black with a cap on their head, this person pointed a gun at Nina. He couldn’t believe it. Was it this Parker trying to kidnap another person? He couldn’t see the intruder’s face. Whatever they said or commanded Nina to do, she followed their orders.

			He saw the intruder approach the console and waved at her, gesturing for her to do something on one of the screens. Then they came around and grabbed her by the arm.

			The Portal was engaged and the intruder stepped through, pulling Nina along with them. The intruder kept their head down the entire time, no clear sign of who it was. Nina looked up into the corner of the lab where the camera was positioned. Just as she was about to go through, she called out “Help!”

			Or at least that is what Xander thought she said from the movements of her mouth. The camera had no sound. Not only was he unable to hear her plea, but he couldn’t learn what this person had said or ordered her to do.

			He glanced over at his desk clock once more. It was 12:08 am. He had burned the last precious minutes of August 8 scrambling to find Nina. And now, at eight-minutes past midnight, his chance to go after her was closed until the next unpredictable quantum jitter occurred, or until another year passed.

			Before he jumped into action and notified the team in Tokyo, before he could process the weight of what had just happened and start searching for his daughter’s kidnapper, he sat staring at the clock. He willed it to turn back.

			The digital clock updated just as it was intended though, just as it always had.

			12:09 am.

			

	

2 

			Universe Gamma

			August 8, 2018

			11:12 pm

			A decade later, in a universe far, far away, four people spilled through a Portal. But this one was much less polished than Dr. Marks’ device. For starters, it looked as though it had been patched together with spare pieces. The lab itself was far less sophisticated as well. Instead of a private facility with well-designed accents that Dr. Marks enjoyed in multiverse reality Delta, this lab was the industrial warehouse type that was commonly found on college campuses. When colleges were still in session in the Washington, D.C. of multiverse reality Gamma, that is. The ceilings were exposed and the concrete floor was in need of sweeping.

			It was 11:12 pm on August 8, 2018. After leaving Universe Delta, Marie and Feminina had been on quite a wild ride. They had arrived back into Universe Beta to stop Parker from killing Hank and using the Portal to kidnap someone else. They traveled there with Nina, the alter ego to Feminina from Universe Alpha, and sprang into action. Together, the three of them had subdued Parker and another alter-ego of his with the help of Dr. Thurston.

			It seemed that the moment that they finally had the bad-guys under their control with their hands bound, the police burst through the door to the lab. There was no time to act and Nina had run off trying to create a diversion.

			Marie had punched in a return trip to their home reality while Feminina positioned both Parkers so she could hoist them through the Portal. They hit the ground first, squirming like worms on the floor since their hands were tied. Marie and Feminina followed, quick to pounce on the two of them and ensure they didn’t slither away.

			In all the commotion, they had just acted on pure instinct. If the police had made their way into the warehouse section of the lab, they would have seen Hank unconscious, Dr. Thurston on the edge of passing out, and the two of them standing over identical Parkers who were bound and tied on the floor. The scene would have been very difficult to explain even if everyone was happy and getting along. Marie and Feminina knew they had to get out of there and hope that with fewer people, Nina would have less to explain.

			Marie also heard Nina call out just before the machine really kicked into gear and it sounded like Dean Winchester was on the other side of the thick plastic partition. Dean Winchester. As in her alter-ego in that parallel universe. Marie hadn’t believed Nina when she said that she was the Dean of the College of Arts & Sciences in two different universes. She loved her work too much to ever give it up for an administrative role. She would have more time to worry about the implications of that revelation later.

			Feminina called out to Marie. “Grab his feet!” She was trying to angle one of the Parkers so that he was propped up against the console by the machine. The two men were potentially shouting obscenities through their gags, but Marie and Feminina couldn’t hear them clearly. Nor did they care. One of them was for sure a murderer. He had confessed in the moments before their hasty departure. He had been living with Nina Marks in multiverse reality Beta and killed her when she said it was over. Parker had claimed it was an accident, but Marie and Feminina knew that men could never contain their violence, especially against women.

			That was the event that had sparked an entire day of chaos across four different universes. Marie and Feminina were grateful to be back home. But neither of them knew what to do with the two Parkers. They had committed no crimes in this universe and therefore the murderous one couldn’t be prosecuted. Marie thought about the consequences of sending him back to Universe Beta. Unless they knew for sure the police were ready to apprehend him, it was a risky move. They didn’t have that guarantee so they might send him back only to allow him to escape and potentially murder yet again.

			Marie mimicked the same action as she helped Femi move the other Parker. Oh right, we’ve got this other nut job to worry about too.

			“What’s worse than one woman-hating murderer?” Marie muttered out loud.

			“Two,” Feminina replied as she wiped sweat from her brow with her forearm. The two women were exhausted. Multiple trips across the Plain would do that to a person. Although they were one of the first to ever travel from one parallel universe to the next, let alone do repeat trips in one day.

			“What are we going to do with them?” Marie asked out loud what she had already been trying to riddle out in her mind.

			“I don’t know, I need to sit down though,” Feminina said in an exhausted voice. She shuffled to one of the desk chairs near the console and slumped into it, her weight rolling the chair back slightly on its castors.

			Marie began to pace. While she felt just as weary as Feminina looked, her brain was alighted with the adrenaline of the situation. They had just evaded arrest in one Universe, but they couldn’t very well hold two men hostage in the building that they were routinely breaking into and not expect legal trouble for themselves. Marie drew her hands to her head, starting to rub at her temples.

			One of the Parkers began to move, as though he was trying to flip himself into a standing position. Given how tightly his hands and feet were bound, this was impossible, but his attempt created a loud clang that echoed in the large room.

			Feminina was slow to respond so Marie got to him first. She landed a square punch against his jaw and he seemed to wither in her hands. She had likely knocked him out. It was such a harsh action after a night of violence.

			First, she had been dragged away from her comfortable apartment on a whim by Feminina and her alter-ego from another Universe. As a scientist who had worked on the Portal for years, the idea of someone traveling the multiverse wasn’t necessarily new to her. But she was frustrated that she wasn’t the first. And she had to brush Sonali off because of it. Their relationship had one lone sour point and that was how closely Marie worked with Feminina. It didn’t matter how many times she reiterated that there was no attraction, for Sonali it wasn’t about any physical element. Marie spent more time with her lab partner, shared more of her day, her life with Feminina. She knew that even though she would never cross a line and cheat on Sonali with anyone, it was an emotional affair. Marie relied on Feminina more than Sonali and that was what bothered her.

			But she would patch things up in the morning, Marie told herself as she resumed her pacing. She knew what one solution would be, but she was already starting to feel remorse for the last time she took that action. Gus Blanity had attacked them, what? not even two hours earlier. He had a vendetta with her and Feminina. So, he had followed them into the lab that night, of all nights, and tried to clobber them with a brick.

			Her eyes flashed on the red clay that impacted the floor and broke apart not a few feet away from her. Nina had been slow to respond, she had frozen. Marie and Feminina had taken action and sent him through the Portal.

			At the time, it seemed like the best solution. Send him somewhere, anywhere, so he couldn’t get back. Except that the three of them, Marie, Feminina, and Nina, had just been looking at Universe Alpha and they had also pulled up the first recorded time that the Portal was ever activated anywhere in the multiverse. Which meant that they had a specific space and a specific time plugged into the machine. Gus didn’t go to nowhere. He went back to the evening of August 8, 2008 in Universe Alpha where that Dr. Thurston had a prototype constructed in his office. Not even functional, but a Portal nonetheless. And it turned out that Gus had been the one to kill the love of Nina’s life. So, Marie was feeling culpable for his death at the moment. If they threw these Parkers just anywhere in the multiverse, who would they hurt next? The possible consequences were too much to fathom.

			“Marie-” Feminina said, trying to grab her attention. But Marie was too lost in her thought-spiral. She moved even faster, power-pacing back and forth and back and forth.

			“Marie!” Feminina called out again. This time Marie turned to face her colleague. She noticed that Feminina’s face was an eerie pale color, as though she might throw up. Her black-brown hair was matted to her forehead with sweat, the usually loose fringe bangs now smeared across her skin.

			“Please. Stop. Pacing,” Femi uttered, giving each word its due emphasis. Marie watched as Feminina rubbed her head and started to lean over, bending in half.

			“Are you going to be sick?” Marie asked, looking quickly around for a trashcan.

			“Well, three jumps across the Plain and a crap load of sugar in my system just might do it,” she said as she looked down, addressing her shoes. As Femi spoke the words, Marie started to feel the pain of her multiple headaches compounding. Only by standing still did it start to set in.

			Marie knew she should comfort her friend, but there was so much weighing on their next decision. It couldn’t wait for a nap and a long debate. They still needed to talk through everything that happened, document as many new learnings as possible so they could replicate the power source they observed in Universe Delta, and agree on a cover story. There was no energy left in her to play the mothering type at that moment. “We can’t send them to just anywhere,” Marie said.

			Feminina looked up. “I know,” she sighed. “But they can’t stay here.”

			At this point, the other Parker started to fidget in earnest, trying to wriggle himself loose. Marie didn’t have it in her to hit this one too. She had clobbered Gus and sent him to complete his murderous destiny. She had subdued these two guys in front of her and knocked-out the one Parker. After years of training and feeling confident in her role as a powerful woman, as the superior gender, she just didn’t have it in her for another fight.

			But one was walking right towards her.

			“What the hell is going on here?” A husky voice thundered from the other side of the lab.

			Feminina’s eyes went wide as she caught sight of this new addition to their little group. Marie spun around to see Sonali standing at the partition between the two sides of the lab with her hands on her hips. Her wide and powerful hips. Furious, her large brown eyes burning with rage, her mocha skin flush with anger, her curly hair wild and loose around her face. Marie hadn’t expected her girlfriend to interrupt this already hectic moment.

			“I can explain everything to you, but first we need to-” Marie started to inch closer to her girlfriend as she spoke, trying to radiate calm with her words even though this was another complication to an already crazy situation.

			“Sonali-” Marie heard Feminina start to speak behind her. She turned slightly and saw that she had willed herself to stand.

			“No, there can be no legal explanation for this! Who the hell are these two men and where exactly are you going to send them?” Sonali snapped back. It seemed that Feminina’s attempt to address her had really set off Sonali’s rage.

			Marie let out a deep sigh. This would take a long time to explain and she just didn’t have the energy. Also, they would be due for another quantum jitter any moment. She and Feminina needed to get rid of the Parkers before the day ended and that time was coming in mere minutes. It was a lot to process all at once in terms of the logistics, the science, and the emotional gravity of the situation.

			“You told me that she was just stopping by for a visit and then you were going to bed! You promised me that you were done breaking into this building! You swore that this project was done and that you were going to focus on finding a job!” Sonali punctuated each sentence with a jab of her finger. Each indictment was accurate.

			Marie had indeed communicated all of those things. Every time Sonali expressed her concern, Marie placated her. She made empty promises because she would never abandon her dream or the project that she started with Femi. But she couldn’t say that to Sonali, she was afraid it would push her away forever. Marie wanted to have it all. Have her University lab up and running again, have the glory of success and discovery, have a great life partner in Sonali and a steadfast lab partner in Feminina. Why was it so wrong to want it all?

			But she couldn’t have any of it. The University was shuttered. Any discovery would have to be secretly reported, credit given elsewhere so she could avoid any criminal charges for continuing research on the property. She had lost so much already; she didn’t want to have to choose between her best friend and her girlfriend because it felt that at any minute, she really might lose both of them. But she couldn’t articulate all of that while Sonali was yelling at her at the worst possible moment.

			“I know, and I will explain everything, I promise,” Marie softened her tone to one that she didn’t even recognize.

			“I don’t want to hear any more lies,” Sonali said as heavy tears spilled onto her cheeks.

			In the commotion, Parker had come to and started to squirm again, causing the other Parker to reattempt his escape as well. Feminina clearly had enough of everything going on.

			“Stop that!” she thundered at the two men. Marie refocused on her friend, who now had a fire in her eyes, her exhaustion long gone. “Sonali, we have two known killers, two woman-haters here from another universe. They don’t belong here and, in my opinion, they don’t deserve to exist anywhere. And we have-” she checked the clock on the wall, “-maybe four minutes before this Portal opens up again and we can get them out of here. After everything we’ve been through tonight, I will hand you the wrench so you can dismantle the Portal yourself and I’ll be right beside you taking it apart. But for the moment, we need to work together to clean up this mess.”

			“I’m sorry, just how do you plan to clean this up?” Sonali crossed her arms and Marie knew immediately that Femi had said the wrong thing.

			It was only a few hours earlier in real time for Sonali, in Universe Gamma, that she had just confessed that her own brother, Ayush, was about to be subject to the punishment of a Pink Box. Mentioning how to treat woman-haters was not the right thing for Femi to say at all.

			“We’re sending them back,” Femi said.

			“Back?” Marie snapped back. How could she do that? But then she noticed a subtle change on Femi’s face. She didn’t mean “back,” she meant “out.”

			“I don’t want any part of this,” Sonali said as she waved her hands and turned to leave. Without thinking, Marie took off after her. She could hear Femi calling after them. She could hear the men struggling on the ground. But it didn’t matter, she couldn’t lose Sonali. Not when they both needed each other.

			Sonali was long down the hallway, but Marie was just crossing over the threshold out of the lab when she heard the whir of the Portal starting to power up. She glanced back. Who needed her more in that moment? Marie continued her jog down the hallway to try and catch Sonali. She would have to ask Femi what happened later.
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			Universe Beta

			August 8, 2018

			11:57 pm

			A shiver ran down his spine as the cold water leaked from the ice pack.

			Hank wasn’t even sure what day it was anymore. After he woke up in the hospital around 10:00 pm and was informed that he had a minor concussion, he was escorted into a police car and found himself in a grey room that felt like a small box. He held the melting icepack to his head, but it was doing little to alleviate his headache.

			It had been a whirlwind day and although he knew that he would soon be peppered with questions – again – he enjoyed the momentary silence of the room.

			Hank had relayed everything exactly as he remembered it to the officers. He had seen his ex-wife a few days earlier and they confirmed that she would move back in with him. They had reconciled and rekindled their relationship. They were going to make it work this time around. She left to go back to the home she shared with Dr. Parker Lovett and then he didn’t hear anything from her. He tried calling and texting, nothing worked. She finally answered his call that morning and they met up. He escorted her back to her home to help her pack her things and that was when they both discovered the body in Dr. Parker Lovett’s basement. They left and called the police.

			This is where they started to scrutinize everything he said. Why did Ms. Marks delay her move? What reason did she give for her being missing for a few days? What made you think she was missing and not just ignoring your message? Why didn’t they call the police right away when they found the body? Why wait until they returned to his apartment? What did they remove from the home? Why did Ms. Marks leave? Why did he go to the University lab?

			He told them the truth, but it made no sense. Even as he explained it over and over, he knew it didn’t sound logical. He had seen Nina’s dead body in that basement. But he had also been with her, held her, hugged her, that very day. He wasn’t imagining this. There would be footage of her on campus that day, surely there was some record of her with him. She had texted him when she needed help and he had called the police, again, to say that she was in danger at the University. And she had been. He saw Parker push her.

			Hank furrowed his brow at this memory. He swore that he saw Parker lift a barely conscious Nina and then push her down on the ground. Hank had reacted on instincts and lunged after Parker. But Nina didn’t hit the ground. At least he didn’t remember seeing her hit the ground. And then she was there again. He must have been hallucinating or maybe it was a dream while he was passed out. He could have sworn there were two Ninas working together to fight off Parker. And there were two Parkers. His memory included double-vision, that was how he rationalized it. And then he didn’t remember anything until he woke up.

			The officers left him to think while they went to “check on a few things.” He figured they were giving him time to get anxious. Which he was.

			It had been the strangest day he had ever experienced. But he knew he would continue to assert the truth. It was Parker who had hurt Nina, who was now missing, again. They needed to find Nina, and more importantly they needed to arrest Parker. He was the one that should be in this room, not Hank.

			He finally set the ice pack down on the table. It sloshed and leaked over the metal surface. He tried not to go down the dark hole of emotion that he had been circling for days. He and Nina would be reunited, only she had ghosted him. Then she was back, and while he knew he should have more pride, he wanted Nina more. He wanted everything to be back the way it had been before. But he also longed for their somber ritual. He hadn’t gone to Hannah’s grave that morning, he wouldn’t go until Nina was with him. Just as they had done every year since she passed.

			In the whirlwind of finding Nina and going back to collect her things, he assumed their next stop would have been to visit their daughter and pay their respects. But then they found a body, and then Nina was in danger again.

			He had let down both of his girls that day. He had betrayed the memory of his daughter, of their daughter. And he hadn’t been there in time to save Nina.

			The door to the room opened at that moment. It would have been a welcome distraction to the angst Hank was experiencing, if it hadn’t been the two officers returning for another round of questions. There was the short guy, whose name he forgot and the normal-height woman who name he was fairly sure began with a W. He looked up and acknowledged their presence.

			They took their seat opposite him, the metal chairs scraping against the cement floor. The sound was like nails on a chalkboard to Hank’s ears and did nothing to help his pounding headache.

			“Mr. Jankowski-”

			“Dr. Jankowski,” he corrected the female police officer. It was a habit he had formed after years of smart-mouthed college students trying to buddy up to him. His cheeks flushed the moment he saw the police officer’s eyebrow shoot up.

			“Okay, Dr. Jankowski-” she continued, clearly perturbed by his correction.

			“Sorry, you can call me Hank,” he interrupted again. He was too nervous to think that he should try to not look nervous.

			“Hank,” the police officer waited for him to meet her eye. When he did, he noticed that her ponytail was pulled so tight that the veins on her forehead were standing out. “I’m going to need you to focus.”

			“Sorry,” he looked down again. What the officers told him before had to be wrong. They escorted him from the hospital after his doctor signed off on his release. He had asked why and was only told once he was at the police station, inside that windowless room that could have easily been a closet for how tiny and cramped it was. His eyes darted up to the camera in the top corner by the ceiling.

			They had said that the woman he found in Dr. Parker Lovett’s basement was Feminina Marks, formerly Feminina Jankowski. But Hank knew that was impossible because Nina had been with him when they discovered the body.

			W. started again: “Your ex-wife’s body was found.”

			Hank shook his head; in spite of the pain he was feeling. “No!” he cut her off. “No, Nina was with me when we discovered the body.”

			“Hank, I know this is hard to hear. But your ex-wife has been deceased for three days now. We just received the preliminary report back from the medical examiner.” W. slid the file to him. He didn’t dare open it.

			The male officer cleared his throat.

			“That’s not possible. I saw Nina today; I was with her. She was the one who told me to get to the lab because she was in danger.” He started to explain again, but they weren’t listening. “She asked me to come help her, to save her from him,” his voice broke. He looked down so they wouldn’t see him cry, he could feel the tears starting to gather. He hadn’t cried in so long. He told himself to suck it up, showing weakness would make them think he did something.

			He heard W. rifling for something and then she pushed a plastic packet of tissues toward him. He was too proud to pick it up.

			“You have my phone, right? Check my texts. She messaged me that she was in danger. I ran to the lab as fast as I could!

			“Yes, we saw the text message on your phone from earlier this afternoon and we will be following up with Dr. Thurston regarding the identity of the woman who rode to the hospital in his ambulance, but we need you to focus right now,” W. responded in on overly calm tone.

			“Hank, you’ve had a very trying day and you’ve also sustained a head injury-” the male officer started.

			“I held her! She was with me!” Hank thundered, he snapped his head up to address the officer directly and pounded his fist on the table.

			“Did anyone see the two of you together?” W. asked.

			“I called her; we had an entire conversation. And she texted me. You have my phone. You can see the records!” Hank had told them this before as well. He felt like he must be speaking another language or something because they weren’t understanding. He folded his arms and looked over at the door, avoiding any eye contact with these morons who were wasting their time asking him something he had already told them.

			“How was your relationship with your ex-wife?” W. changed the topic.

			“We were getting back together. That’s why Parker attacked her. He pushed her, I saw him push her and I just jumped-” Hank repeated these words slowly to make it clear to them.

			“You saw Dr. Lovett push Nina in their home?” the male officer clarified.

			“No, at the lab! Earlier today. I got her text and ran over as fast as I could. I saw him push her.” Hank emphasized his words with his hands, trying to underline his point.

			W. let out an exasperated sign. “Hank, Ms. Marks died three days ago, there is no way that you saw her earlier today.”

			He saw the look that she was giving him. Pity? Maybe. Or did she think he was insane? Perhaps out of it because he hit his head? No way, he knew what he saw, he knew what he felt. And all this time they hadn’t asked one question about Parker. About his jealousy, about his need to control everything and everyone around him.

			“You need to find Parker!” Hank had enough. “That’s it. That’s all I have to say. I’m leaving now.” He stood up and headed for the door. He knew he hadn’t been charged with anything and was free to go. He also knew that he did nothing wrong and wasn’t about to ask for a lawyer and give them any indication that he thought he needed one.

			As he reached for the handle, he heard W. from behind him, “Wait, we’ll give you a ride home.”

			“I can walk, thanks,” Hank shot back.

			“No, we actually need to escort you home. You told us that you removed items from the crime scene earlier today, we need to recover those.”

			Hank let out a sigh and walked out the door. He rolled his eyes and waited for them to lead the way. This horrible day, this horrible day that he had dreaded on the calendar every year: August 8 had taken on a whole new level of miserable. And it didn’t look like that suffering was about to end any time soon.
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			Universe Alpha

			August 8, 2018

			12:28 am

			A dark sedan with tinted windows slid silently into the open space in front of the Sciences building. The rest of the street was fairly well illuminated by the streetlights, but this spot was hidden under the shade of a crowning tree. The leaves blocked any light from that specific patch of pavement, the perfect location for them to observe.

			Special Agent Nick Noriega turned off the car. His partner, Special Agent Archie Clermont, looked over to him with his stark white eyes, only a slight gray remained where his pupils were. Nick had witnessed the evolution of this change over time as the dark brown color drained from Archie’s eyes, but it was still a shock to him sometimes.

			Both men had been dispatched as soon as the alarm sounded. The call had only just come in as their evening shift started and Nick had raced to the scene of the anomaly. He was the aggressive driver. Besides Archie’s eye-sight wasn’t what it used to be, but they also had an unspoken agreement to not express the issue out loud. It would mean the end of Archie’s days in the field. They both hoped to forestall that as long as possible.

			Nick checked his watch. It was 12:28 am 8/8/18. No signs of life around the Sciences building of the University. He and Archie had been tracking the progress of the research that Dr. Norman Thurston and Dr. Parker Lovett had been making. They had been waiting for the day when they would get this call, but they didn’t expect it would come so soon after the last alarm.

			Two weeks earlier the same alarm had gone off, they had rushed to the scene, and there was nothing. They had staked out the building for hours, but there was no one there. There had been a city-wide power outage at the same time, so the two had reasoned that it had been a false alarm. Although, the cut in power also meant that the security footage their team analyst Mona, would have been able to retrieve, had been lost. It was a dead-end. This time they hoped to catch one of the two scientists in the act.

			When the alarm sounded again that morning, Nick sprang into action, but Archie wasn’t so sure. “Man, we drove all the way down here again for another false alarm.” Archie shook his head as he looked out onto the illuminated green in front of the building. “I’ve got to get back for Jump Day, I’ve got more than a few files riding on this.”

			“Yeah, but look, all the street lights are on. No reported outages anywhere else. This could be the real deal.” Nick pointed to the lights around them.

			“Well, I’m not going to just sit here. I’ll go out and do a check around the perimeter, see if there is any movement, anyone walking about.” Archie unbuckled his seat belt and exited the car. Dressed in plainclothes, both of them were meant to blend in, not stand out. Archie used to be able to do that easily. His chestnut brown skin and black hair allowed him to blend in the crowds in D.C. But as his eyes began to lose their color, he started to catch more attention from people. That wasn’t a good thing in their line of work.

			Nick was anxious about the day that lack of anonymity hurt one or both of them. He watched as Archie set off across the grass towards the Sciences building. He radioed in their position and initial observations to their HQ.

			“Hey Mona,” Nick spoke into his cell phone, the speaker on.

			“Yeah?” he heard a groggy voice answer.

			“We’re on the scene. Anything showing on your side?” Nick didn’t take his eyes off of Archie, his guard up.

			“You mean between monitoring everything for Jump Day, trying to hack the local security cameras for the University and city traffic again, and monitor any anomalies on the quant, is anything showing?” Her snark was crystal clear.

			“Yeah?” Nick retorted, trying to match her attitude.

			“I’ll let you know when I catch something, but this is a massive amount of information. Clermont running around and setting off new motion alarms isn’t helping.”

			Nick could tell that would be her final response for some time. Mona was excellent at her job, both he and
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