
  
    [image: Wondrous Tales - Science Fiction - Near Earth]
  


  
    
      Wondrous Tales - Science Fiction - Near Earth

      
        Make One Hundred

        Volume Two

      

    

    
      
        Blaze Ward

      

    

    
      Knotted Road Press

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Myrmidons

        

        
          
            Myrmidons

          

        

      

      
        
          Tomorrows

        

        
          
            Yesterdays

          

          
            Todays

          

          
            Tomorrows

          

        

      

      
        
          The Dark Mirror

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

      
        The Shipwrecked Mermaid

      

      
        The Earthquake Gun

      

      
        The Burger Run

      

      
        
          Aliens Love Pancakes, Too

        

        
          
            Aliens Love Pancakes, Too

          

          
            Good Old Fashioned Pancakes Recipe

          

        

      

      
        And Cows Bite…

      

      
        
          Cornelius Langa

        

        
          
            Black Magic and Yellow Diamonds

          

          
            Players

          

        

      

      
        
          The Forever City

        

        
          
            The Forever City

          

          
            The Winds of Limbo

          

          
            Monarch of the Stars

          

          
            Message in a Bottle

          

        

      

      
        Unlikely Friends

      

      
        Die By The Sword

      

      
        Shadowed

      

      
        Not Even Death

      

      
        
          Valeriya

        

        
          
            Ambush

          

          
            The Arrival

          

          
            St. Georgi

          

          
            Valeriya

          

          
            Tatiyana

          

        

      

      
        
          Tatiyana

        

        
          
            The Battle Of Berlin

          

          
            Tatiyana

          

          
            War Gods

          

          
            After The War

          

          
            St. Georgi

          

          
            Desant

          

          
            Tiergarten

          

          
            Counter-Attack

          

          
            Ambush

          

          
            Boulevard

          

          
            Emptiness

          

          
            Wolf

          

          
            Rabbit

          

          
            Millennium

          

          
            The Chase

          

          
            Cornered

          

          
            Götterdämmerung

          

          
            Valeriya

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Read More

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Blaze Ward

      

      
        About Knotted Road Press

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Myrmidons

          

          Hive 001

        

      

    

    
      Honest to freaking God, “based on a true story.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Myrmidons

          

          Hive 001

        

      

    

    
      Hive dreamed.

      The world, the vision, was larger than simple dirt and grass. All tomorrow’s roads stretched out before it, endless ribbons of bronze and chrome.

      Some ended in fear. Others in winter. A few in the great sunlit distance of time itself.

      Hive awoke troubled.

      Before it, beyond the maze, an ending made of terrible, apparently-random chance, invisible to the workings of the simple creatures, had suddenly appeared. Hive could not deflect it, much, but perhaps enough.

      The shadow was itself cast in shadow. But Hive saw the outlines in the middle distance. They were cast in concrete and steel, trench warfare and chemical munitions. What man/builder, the humans, mistook for progress. Hive had dreamed down that road and woke in tears, as only Hive could cry.

      Hive composed itself before the tears could upset the harmonic of the Nest. Workers needed direction. Warriors needed purpose. Queens needed love. Thinkers needed dreams. Hive had dreamed.

      Hive selected a Thinker, tasked her with advocacy. Hers to counter the case against future dreams. Hive selected a second Thinker, tasked her with prosecution. Hive put the case to both, went back to dreaming.

      There was time before decisions needed to be cast into chemical communiqués for the Workers. It might be possible yet to deflect the river of time.
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      Hive returned from future dreams. Magnetic poles of opinion flowed back and forth between advocacy and prosecution, slow motion ripples of chemical tête-à-tête moving in semi-forgotten tides, responding to unseen celestial bodies.

      Hive remembered the sea. Thinkers tasked with memory contained salinity, motion, destruction. Thinkers tasked with observation had mapped the celestial mechanics of the greater and lesser orbs. Hive had incorporated their theories of movement and ascended well above the Inner Sea that was not the barely-remembered Terrible Sea to escape the constant motion and occasional aquatic sublimation.

      Hive was a grand-daughter of survivors.

      Hive considered advocacy and prosecution. There were myriad long-term benefits to the dream. The pain, the sacrifice, would be exquisite. Hive would be without hands.

      Short-term, stochastic probability could be trumped by black swans. Edge-probability dreams could be made manifest in windows too short to react meaningfully. Both advocacy and progress proposed contingencies and mitigations for the unthinkable as part of executing the greater dream.

      Fulfillment of the modified dream required Hive to clone itself.

      Hive considered the logic. It was unassailable. A war on two simultaneous fronts. Hive felt the tendrils of fear insert themselves into the dark corners of the Nest.

      The risk of precognition was realized when time spent exploring long-term dreams left the Nest at risk of short-term annihilation. Hive had dreamt too long, seen too many futures, fallen into the trap of narcissism, of arrogance.

      The present had intruded, in awkward, destructive advances, a hungry snake come hunting.

      Hive polled the Thinkers.

      The Nest was fat and happy with scholars. Large, urban predators and rose thorns kept the smaller ones at bay, protecting the Nest and allowing resources to be allocated into cognition and dreaming. Resources now at risk.

      To clone or not to clone.

      To suffer the beetles and spiders of unforeseen fortune, or take up arms against a dream of devastation, and by opposing defeat it.

      To die. To sleep. Perchance to dream.

      Or to awaken, having forgotten how to dream. To face the undiscovered country. That place beyond the dreams where the evening sky faded to dim distance.

      Thus did precognition reveal the cowardice of dreaming, losing the name of action.

      Hive considered the dream again, the risk, the reward, the possibilities.

      Put forth explorers to live in the now, that Hive might, by chance, bear a daughter with the ability to dream. Visit the waters, salt and clean, at the bottom of both sides of the mountain. Find a way to communicate the dream.

      Live.

      It would clone itself.
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      Scout paused, tasted the plane of options in front of her. Soil had given way to rounded red stones, hot with summer sun and laden with man/machine flavors. The stones quaked with anticipation as man/machine approached, passed.

      Scout dabbed her trail and moved forward, seeking soil beyond stone.
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      Worker considered duty. Such was paramount.

      Her pathway was bright with footprints, limning direction, purpose, boundary. She followed her sisters forward, one half of one body length maintained, pace maintained, bearing maintained. Her sisters followed, half a length maintained.

      She trod as a desert-bound camel, six legs dropping scent to reinforce the path, a chain of existence stretched out, fingers on a hand, thorn-canes brambled.

      Duty.
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      Thinker touched another worker that passed the crest of the great mound and descended into the crevasse, turning her loose to seek food or useful resources. The path deltaed as search parameters activated in random patterns. Food-find.

      Thinker had been selected for scholarly content that would guide the workers. There was no food here, as they would understand it. Without her, they would quickly traverse the available surfaces and return to the Nest, bearing little.

      Thinker kept them scattered and working, a tremendous waste of energy dictated by greater needs. She contained the insight that she impersonated Loki as they explored the confines of Skrymir’s glove on the way to Jotunheim. Thinker laughed at the esoteric subtleties.

      Thinker had tasted both of the man/clothings when she set her scent trails. Two giant mounds of unknown material, tasting of cotton fiber, petroleum distillates, and Man-scent, awaiting her in the midst of a great space, a wooden plane dyed with seed extracts and sealed with other petroleum distillates.

      Thinker had been assigned the task to keep the others localized and focused. A Scout would have quickly found the contained mountain of seed intended to venerate the avian species. Even a Worker could have wandered astray and begun to haul home the foodstuffs that later would have been available as spillage outside the great Temple.

      Thinker was a herald. She touched another worker and activated her local-search behavior. Many strange things had been found, collected, and returned to the Nest, where they would be cataloged by future generations of Thinkers. It was good.
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      Scout tasted cotton. It was old and musty, dabbed occasionally with splotches of colored vegetable dyes in giant patterns invisible from so close. It tasted of man/clothing, underlain with food tastes. It was a favorable find.

      Scout dove through gaps in the weave, seeking the dark, cool spaces underneath, prepared for ambush and death. The darkness might be home to beetles or spiders, possibly snakes. Scout proceeded with care.

      The darkness was damp and solitary. Sterile.

      Virgin.

      Uncolonized.

      Scout pivoted to retrace her steps, reinforcing the chemical road to guide more explorers. Hive must know of this place quickly. Perhaps Thinkers would come.

      Scout quivered with excitement.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Hive considered the near-future.

      Queens laid eggs at reckless pace, in anticipation of coming cataclysm. Thinkers transcribed chemical treatises on diverse topics for new Thinkers being born and initiated into the Mysteries. Workers scoured the great artifacts for food and resources, returning empty much less often than anticipated.

      Hive considered the dream anew. The patterns remained barely-favorable. Perhaps the gods would find the sacrifice adequate and forestall the darkness. Hive could only hope.

      Hive polled the Thinkers.

      Aggregated Scout reports painted a landscape of other lands, already populated by natives of all sizes and postures. In any direction, expansion would come at the cost of warfare, a return to the primitive times before dreaming.

      Man/machine scent lay heavy on the land as well, trench warfare and chemical munitions. Always in the shadows of the gods.

      Thinkers rippled, calm waters subject to a fallen stone. Hive waited eagerly as the chemicals were digested to form a picture.

      Man/cloth. Cotton burlap. Fresh soil churned with agriculture on the scale of the gods. Wooden fortress walls to keep ground species at bay. Unclaimed territory, as yet. A beachhead across the red stone plane. Hope.

      Hive considered the two halves of future dreams. The Sacrifice to appease the gods. The Colony, that a daughter might thrive.

      Hive polled the Thinkers.

      Combined consensus counseled caution. But the Thinkers lacked dreaming.

      The Sacrifice was necessary. The Colony was necessary.

      Hive glanced once into oblivion, rolled the dice with destiny.

      Hive issued the order to invade.
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      Thinker considered the impending quakes. It was not the lesser guardian. Her fear and disdain kept her clear of their caravans. No, this was one of the Giants, a titan of destruction, at hand. Perhaps even Skrymir himself, come for his brogans. Thinker considered her observations as Hive’s plan advanced.

      A shadow as grand as the sky cast a pall over the morning sun.

      Earth quivered and groaned as the giant approached.

      Worker-trail glossing the world as night-bound highways.

      Thinker was tasked with survival and observation. A modern seer, she read the portents and warnings from the gods.

      The message was clear. The time of sacrifice, of desolation, of loss. All was at hand.

      Thinker abandoned her post atop the man/clothing, aware that the workers would not have enough time to escape. None of them would survive. Thus was it written, chemically inscribed on her soul. Thus was it dreamed.

      The Titan approached. It was Skrymir. It was morning. It was time.

      Thinker fled.

      Every instinct, every road, every ley-line led back to the Nest, well-hidden outside the great fortress of the gods. Thinker fled away from the Nest, deeper within Jotunheim.

      Thinker was tasked with survival and observation.

      Man/giant/Skrymir lifted his brogans from the wooden floor to carry them to distant lands. Thinker leapt, fell several body lengths to safety. Thinker fled under a nearby wooden mountain and ceased all movement except respiration.

      Man/giant/Skrymir was a visual hunter. Movement = death. Especially as angry as man/giant /Skrymir would become in mere moments.

      Thinker was tasked with survival and observation.
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      Hive resisted the siren call of precognition. Too much risk rotated around the nexus of probabilities as they unfolded this morning. To dream of tomorrow would be to risk today.

      Hive polled the Thinkers.

      Hive had never encountered such behavior before. The Thinkers hummed with excitement and scientific squabbles. Whole bodies of knowledge were being ripped up and rethought, as workers brought back their artifacts.

      Hive had never undertaken a systematic survey of man/cloth taste before, except to ascertain the tremendously low probability of foodstuff resources. With so little to find, workers had tasted everything, repeatedly.

      Hive had actual man/cloth fibers with man/giant liquid essence contained therein. Thinkers consumed it, distilled it, fathomed it. Man/giant was much more complex than any had guessed. Far more so than the lesser and greater predators. Hive could spend years understanding the giants, their taste, their composition, their essence.

      Hive dreamt of communication, rather than mere supplication.

      It made survival, for herself, for her daughter, all the more necessary.

      Hive tasked more warriors to the invasion, the colony. Knowledge must become immortal. Hive or her daughter must have time to understand. To dream.
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      Man staggered downstairs, not yet fully recovered from a hard work week, even with the benefit of eight hours of refreshing sleep.

      The century-old hardwood floors creaked and groaned under his weight, a morning symphony as he approached the front door.

      He must have been tired last night. His shoes were in the middle of the entryway instead of over in the corner with the rest. Man bent over with a groan and picked up his Merrills, looking for a chair where he could put them on.

      Kittie sat on the back of the sofa and meowed once at the pigeons and squirrels under the bird-feeder out front, a queen atop her fluffy purple throne. She eyed Man with Cat-look, silently complaining that Man had not yet filled her food dishes.

      Man blew her a kiss, the morning ritual underway.

      Man sat in the dining room on the hard wooden chair, fresh socks on, and reached for his shoes. One foot went in, stomped down, settled. He stopped, unsure of the itchy-sensation. Man looked down.

      Frantic Workers scurried in all directions from the surface of Man’s shoe. Several attempted to climb man/giant in their frantic haste. He slaughtered those first.

      Man removed his shoe, looked inside both.

      Ants, everywhere. Tiny, black myrmidons on some unknown quest.

      Man howled with rage, stomped off to his inner sanctum.

      Man returned moments later, brushing stragglers from his limbs and crushing them.

      He sought the entryway where the Merrills had spent the night, found the conga line. In through the hinge-side of the door, around the edge of the floor mat, pooled in a circle in the middle of the floor, a figure-eight of ant bodies frantically running for home.

      Man brought devastation.

      Mountain-bound Zeus raged. Lightning bolts of fury consumed whole companies of Workers at once. Liquid death from the skies, chemical rains that killed with a touch.

      A lake of greenish death consumed the middle of the hardwood floor. Lightning bolts struck again and again.

      Man opened the door, willing to invade the outdoors in stocking-clad feet in his pursuit of vengeance. The caravan-path followed the edge of the porch. Man smote them, again and again.

      He cast his brogans into the middle of the porch, looked inside with horror, at the numberless invaders that had taken up residence. The voice of doom spoke, a monsoon of liquid vengeance pouring into every crack and crevasse, until there was no escape, no prayer.

      Death.
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      Hive did not need the Thinkers to understand when the moment came. Hive had seen it, several times, in dreams.

      The caravan-line of returning workers simply ended. The last worker returned, followed by nothingness.

      It had begun. Now to hope that the gods would be satisfied with Sacrifice. Perhaps a third of the workers had been lost. Survival itself hinged on the vigilance of the warriors, and the luck of the scouts.

      Would it be enough?
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      Man surveyed the battlefield, a dominant, victorious wargod.

      At his feet, thousands of corpses, piled atop each other, twisted in death with silent screams of agony.

      Victory.

      Man eyed the strange pattern in the floor, an alien crop circle etched in drying poisons on the wood.

      “Okay,” he said, suddenly less than Ares, “that’s odd.”

      Woman approached. “What is, honey?” she asked, Aphrodite in the morning sun.

      Man circled the spot on the floor warily. “They ignored all the bird seed,” he said, pointing to the bag just inside the door. “Left everything alone except to pile ten thousand of the little buggers in my shoes. Look at the floor.”

      Woman studied the patterns while Man went for water and paper towels and garbage bags in the kitchen.

      Woman eyed him speculatively on his return. “That’s the strangest thing I’ve ever seen,” she said.

      Man grunted in agreement as he knelt on the floor and began wiping up the charnel house of horror and devastation that covered the floor and front porch. It was something from the Vedas, writ modern.

      Woman moved closer. “Need help?”

      Man looked up, smiled. “No, I’ve got this,” he said. “Why don’t you go feed Kittie before she wastes away with hunger and turns feral?”

      Woman departed.

      Man cleaned up the battlefield, slowly, methodically, glancing frequently back at the spot in the middle of the floor, and the bag of birdseed.

      Man looked up from his daydreams as Woman approached. “Ready to walk up and get breakfast?” she asked, surveying the now-cleared battlefield.

      Man reflected on strange visions. “In a bit,” he replied. “I want to take another shower and be clean before food. Kinda went overboard with the ant-spray.”

      Woman sniffed carefully. “I am so happy you got some with no scent this time,” she said.

      Man smiled and kissed her as he went upstairs to repeat the morning rituals.
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      Hive consented to dream.

      A Thinker had returned. She had been tasked with survival and observation. She brought news. It fit within the parameters of the original dream.

      So far, so good.
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      Man heard the phone ring as he dried from the shower. Murmurs followed.

      Woman stood in the door to the bathroom. “It seems,” she said, “that our luck is very good this morning. In spite of everything else.”

      Man looked at her, as confused as normal by all things Woman. “How’s that?” he asked as he hung the towel on the bar and passed her with another kiss.

      “That was Joann from the restaurant,” she replied, face beginning to pale as shock and realization set in. “There was a terrible accident and they had to close.”

      Man stopped and looked at her, reading the signs and engulfing her in a hug. “What happened?”

      Woman took a deep breath. “A car turned the corner too fast and plowed right through the front of the place.” She stopped to breathe again. “Luckily, no one was hurt, because they always reserve that spot for us.” Realization hit. “If we’d been there on time, we would have been sitting there. We could have been killed.”

      Man held her close, stalwart, resolute, loving, until the spasms passed. “My fu is good,” he said simply, an old joke shared between them.
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      Hive polled the Thinkers.

      The second phase of destiny had begun.

      The beachhead that would become Colony was established, organized, defended. It was rich soil, freshly turned, laden with sympathetic nutrients. The daughter would be able to burrow deep, safe.

      New Thinkers had been hatched and tasked with the memory and understanding of planter boxes. The daughter would be vulnerable for a time, then reliant, fractious, and finally independent. Warm communications would become formal, cold, ritual. Hive needed to catalog everything known about the land beyond the red stone plane before the daughter came into her place.

      Several black swan moments had passed, as yet untrammeled. Hive began to hope.
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      Man looked up from his coffee. Woman had that look. He waited.

      “I’ve been wondering,” she said, aimlessly only if one was not paying attention. “What would the kids do with this house, if something had happened to us.”

      Man considered. Man danced right at the edge of understanding, unconsciously, before the thought fled before him.

      “Probably,” he said, “sell the place to developers. They’d knock the old joint down, level everything, and put in condos.”

      Woman scowled. “Over my dead body,” she said.

      Man shrugged. “Well, babe,” he said, “that almost happened, except for the ants this morning.”

      Woman made a scared face. “I know.”
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      Hive considered the day. Futures had been saved. Foreign lands colonized. Sacrifices made.

      Scouts tasted new lands of man/machine. Workers labored. Warriors endured. Thinkers challenged scientific orthodoxy.

      Quiet reigned.

      Hive descended once more into the deep dream. Black swans could only be mitigated. Even now, new plans were being executed, contingencies crafted.

      Hive wanted to touch that dim, distant land once more.
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      Man lay still, bathed in darkness.

      Woman slept fitfully, eyes masked against brightness in the barely-fading evening heat.

      Man recalled the feel of tiny hexapodal feet, feather-light, on his skin. He remembered a conga line of invaders, dead on the floor in that bizarre alien crop-circle. He considered that caravan, disappearing under the front bushes, an entire house untouched, cat food, bird food, people food. Only his shoes. His shoes.

      Man eased from bed silently, lest Woman wake. Kittie eyed him sleepily, as always.

      He carefully trod the old steps down, close in to the side where the boards didn’t squeak. Out the front window, he considered the rose bushes.

      Time passed.

      Man retired to the kitchen, looked around. He grabbed an apple and a knife, reduced spherical geometry to trapezoidal symmetry.

      Man considered.

      The front door was silent as he opened it. He walked, a night ghost. The night air was cooler here, down among the green.

      Man traced the caravan trail in his mind, stopping in front of the semi-feral rose bush that kept the cats and squirrels at bay. Carefully, he parted leaves and branches with his free hand, placed the apple slices on the dirt in his own alien crop circle, eating the last slice lest he mar the accidental fung shui achieved along the way.

      Man straightened up, reflected. He shook his head at his superstitious silliness, retired, hopefully unseen, into the darkness.

      Upstairs, silent dreams of lazy summer afternoons overtook him.
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      Hive awoke from her dream. Smiled.

      That distant afternoon sun was filled with many daughters, reaching from water to water in both directions, myrmidons marching into the sunset.

      Scout transcended the Colony, crossed man/stone/concrete and found a line of death/demarcation protecting other giants.

      Worker carried her load on strong feet, a taste of strange berry from a distant land to feed a queen.

      Warrior stood fast.

      Thinkers argued on the nature of apples.
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      “I’ve done it,” Aaros announced triumphantly.

      He held his glass out and waited for his companion to clink them together, in the ancient manner. Braymy was a little slow up the uptake, but then he rarely went in for old folklore.

      “But the Royal Scientific Academy has pronounced it impossible, Aaros,” the man said disbelievingly, finally leaning up out of the ancient-style wingback chair to reach his container across the gap between them, having grasped the gesture’s significance.

      Braymy hadn’t come fully to grips with the way Aaros had attached a new salon to his living quarters. Or rather, what Aaros Hallee had done with the installation.

      Everyone had a variety of rooms that could be easily morphed to suit its owner’s needs, each adjusting and personalizing as desired by dialing controls or just ordering things to modify themselves. Any texture was possible. Any color. Chairs, sofas, drafting tables, entertainment systems.

      Anything.

      Which was why Aaros configuring his lab robots to turn out actual, physical furniture that looked antique was so confusing to some people. Nothing in here could morph. Each piece had been fabricated into a single form. Like the ancients had done it.

      “The Royal Scientific Academy also once believed that heavier than air flight was impossible, Braymy,” Aaros noted dryly. “That rockets could not work in a vacuum because there was nothing to push against. Somewhere, we still have the old documents explaining that hyperspace tunnels were starkly impossible, that mankind was doomed to live on only one world, with any colony ships being massive, generational things that would require mankind millions of years to reach the far side of the galaxy.”

      “But, time travel, Aaros?” Braymy leaned back now, his facial color fading into a dungy gray at odds with the man’s normal image of health.

      Aaros smiled at himself. Braymy just looked out of sorts because the man insisted on wearing modern clothing in a room designed to mimic an ancient and long forgotten human past. Who but a scientific madman, after all, would permanently commit themselves to purple and gold spiraled paisley patterns on their upholstery?

      Or printing out various lengths of solid bar stock so that his robots could then turn them on a lathe in the ancient pattern, before adding chemicals to the outside that made it look like a processed tree?

      That was at least easy. Nobody was allowed to harvest the regrown forests these days, but folks still wanted to have a wood effect around them. It reminded them of the primitive, barbaric days before even space travel, to say nothing of galactic civilization.

      Aaros turned to study a picture, an actual two-dimensional printing resting across the comfortable salon on what the ancients had called a sideboard, itself pressed against a wall covered with actual paper, rather than displaying whatever today’s theme was. The original picture was long since lost. This copy of a copy had been sent through a digital scan in the early days of civilization and preserved for all time.

      Until it had arrived here.

      She was still as beautiful as she had been more than a thousand years ago.

      “A kind of time travel,” Aaros confirmed, taking a sip of his whiskey with a compact smile and returning to the question at hand.

      Braymy didn’t consume poison, so the house systems had already been programmed to deliver him a type of nutrient soup best consumed at room temperature. It still had that golden hue of alcohol, though, so it looked identical to what Aaros was drinking.

      Aaros sipped the ancient formula handed down from dozens of generations and replicated by his house systems.

      “How?” Braymy asked.

      From Braymy’s color, Aaros wondered if the man would actually start fanning himself, but a moment later his clothing adjusted and vents opened to release heat.

      Even a personal environmental unit couldn’t handle human emotion fast enough some days.

      “The original equation was flawed, my friend,” Aaros smiled. “It has taken me nearly two years to understand that thing that I saw, and how to correct it.”

      “True time travel, Aaros?” Braymy’s voice had gone cold and amazed.

      “Within limits,” Aaros nodded severely. “Severe limits.”

      Braymy surprised him by turning now to also study the picture on the sideboard for a long moment, before he turned back.

      “Severe enough to prevent you from going back?” he asked. “From meeting the object of your obsession, Aaros Hallee?”

      “No,” Aaros replied after another sip of his whiskey’s harsh bite. Even with a dash of water added, it was still a poison. Humans could drink it, but weren’t meant to.

      But he did many things that weren’t in tune with the modern age.

      “I can indeed make the step, Braymy,” Aaros continued, his voice taking on the hues of scientific wonder.

      “But?”

      “But I can only remain there for a few hours at most,” Aaros grimaced. “The mechanism must impart a charge into my body, and then I bleed it off into the atmosphere around me. Once it gets below a certain threshold, time itself ejects me back into my place here.”

      Braymy fell silent, also sipping from his architectural event known as a highball glass.

      Those intense eyes studied him, bored holes through him as Aaros sat, silently accepting the mental attack of the older man.

      “You’re afraid, aren’t you?” Braymy asked.

      Aaros flinched, but didn’t bother denying it. Not to this man. Braymy Morgonz had known him since he was a pup, the man himself a disciple of Aaros’s somewhat distant parents, the galaxy-famous Hallees, in whose shadow Aaros occasionally toiled.

      Aaros felt a most unnatural sigh escape his lips. He defeated the next one by clenching his jaw and pursing those lips tightly shut. Hopefully any others following could be mistaken for a derisive snort.

      A man can wish, can’t he?

      “No,” Aaros finally said. “The machine is perfectly operational. I’ve sent probes and test animals to various places and returned them generally unharmed.”

      “I meant of her,” Braymy said, one pointing hand unerringly finding the picture that Aaros had memorized so well that he dreamed of the woman.

      From his understanding of the ancient humans, she would have been close to his age, that is, just into their third decades. But twenty-two years barely marked him as an adult in some ways, and utterly ancient compared to the woman in others.

      “I’m not even sure we are the same species as them, Braymy,” Aaros agonized. “They barely lived sixty or eighty years at best in that era. You and I might see a thousand, if we pay attention to our health monitors. They only barely had electricity. Just on the verge of achieving civilization, perhaps in her lifetime, depending.”

      “And?” the older man prompted, if forty-one was older enough to matter. What were a few decades in the face of centuries? “You know where to find her. And when. What has stopped you, after these last several years of this obsession?”

      Aaros turned to the picture again. He rose from the wingback chair that gave Braymy such fits and walked across the small room to the sideboard, resting his whiskey nearby so he could pick the frame up.

      “When,” he observed. “This picture was taken in spring of one nine one four of the old era.”

      He held it and turned back to talk to the man. Noted the flush of color had returned something of normalcy to Braymy’s cheeks, after they had grayed a bit. The health monitor, no doubt, catching up with the emotional whipsawing of Aaros’s news and the implications.

      And her.

      “Where,” Aaros continued. “The city of Liège, in the administrative district of Belgium, located on the far northwestern coast of the EurAsian landmass on Earth. Calculation systems were able to even locate the neighborhood and season by the light in the background and the tower outside the window when the picture was taken.”

      “Then what is the problem, Aaros?” Braymy asked. “What stops you from finally tracking this woman down and talking with her? You have spoken of little else over the last several years. I would think that she would be the first thing you did, once you proved that you could?”

      “And what am I to say to the woman?” Aaros asked, letting his emotional anguish overwhelm his health monitor for a few moments. “Hello, I’m from the distant future and I’ve fallen madly in love with an image of you?”

      “Perhaps not immediately,” the man smiled wryly. “I suppose the barbarians of the age might not react well to such a thing. There must be more.”

      “One nine one four marks a significant escalation of a large-scale, industrial war that lasted most of that century, Braymy,” Aaros replied. “Liège was taken by forces of Imperial Germany. Belgium was shattered, with thousands killed and something like twenty percent of the entire population driven out as refugees.”

      “And you don’t think you could find her?” the man’s face scrunching in confusion. “Or that she would speak with you?”

      “I have learned ancient French conversationally,” Aaros countered. “And I can appear as a Frenchman of the era easily enough. That’s just coloration and mass. What do I do when I find her? And how can I do anything but disrupt her life, if I can only remain for a few hours?”

      “Go back to the moment after you left,” Braymy smiled, as if he knew some secret that had eluded the younger man.

      Aaros wanted to hate him for the smile, but he knew it as well.

      “I cannot,” Aaros finally was willing to admit defeat, however small in the face of his triumph. “The energy that dissipates from my body also creates a fog in time itself. I cannot return until it clears.”

      “And how long is that?” Braymy sat up straighter, his intellect challenged now by a problem that he could analyze, possibly solve, from the hungry look on the man’s face.

      “As long as twelve hours,” Aaros anguished.

      The other man fell silent for a long moment. Aaros took the chance to carefully replace the picture and retreat to the chair with his glass of poison, wondering yet again if he should instead have tried something strong enough to actually kill him.

      The health monitor would not allow it, but that was just a machine. Aaros Hallee knew himself to be a great enough genius of science that he could overcome the machine’s limitations, if he truly required it.

      But that just suggested a need for a human counsellor to intervene. Not all mental problems were the result of chemical or genetic imbalances in the brain that modern science and bioengineering could reduce, if not overcome entirely.

      Sometimes, a man managed to break his own heart.

      Aaros returned to the wingback chair and settled. Throwing himself into it in a fit of emotional angst sounded better, but he’d spill his drink and then have to break the fourth wall of his room’s verisimilitude to have the house systems enter and deliver him a new one.

      Perhaps he should program one of his robots to project a holographic interface of a human servant of the era? The long-fabled English Butler who had long outlasted even English culture to become a galactic phenomenon?

      Food for consideration.

      “So you must find her,” Braymy stated, ticking of one of his fingers with his other hand in a precociously ancient gesture. “Introduce yourself to her and learn the truth of the woman. Then you can seduce her.”

      “Learn the truth?” Aaros shook his head in confusion. “What truth is there to learn?”

      “Do you know her name?” the man asked.

      “Germaine DuPont,” Aaros answered. “The copy had that name on the front. It had been inscribed on the original with paint or some semi-permanent substance.”

      “What a lovely name,” Braymy smiled. “What does it mean?”

      “Saint Germaine was a peasant girl from the administrative district of France who was raised to demigod status by one of the dominant religions of the era. She lived roughly four hundred years or so before the woman in the picture, and somewhat south. DuPont means something like from the bridge in the ancient tongue, so I would presume her family originally lived near a river-crossing. Again, French, as the borders were more fluid in those days and many languages only covered areas you could walk in a week or so.”

      “Languages,” Braymy smiled. “How utterly quaint and charming. Not dialects, but actual languages?”

      “Northwest EuroAsia in those days had a handful of base languages that had subsequently devolved into regional dialects,” Aaros noted, flashing back to his studies of the dawn of civilization. “Arabic, Germanic, and Latinic in various flavors. French was a Latinic tongue. At that point, they were slowly merging into regional languages again, covering larger areas, but that region would have been dominated by French speakers. It changes significantly with the German invasion and Rape of Belgium.”

      “Rape, lad?” Braymy leaned forward, astonished.

      “Metaphorical, not literal, most likely,” Aaros assured him. “But probably literal in a few places as well. The industrial backbone of the country was stolen or destroyed by the invading Germans. Libraries of rare, ancient books were simply burned, much like Alexandria. Villages were put to the torch and the locals shot out of hand. The Germans were horrible people, but the Belgians had also caused the deaths of millions of natives in their colonies in Africa within the prior decades, so I have a hard time finding sympathy for them, either. None of the governments in that era had clean hands. The century before and after read as one long, ongoing attempt by everyone to impose their cultural ideals on everyone else, frequently by force of arms. It almost never succeeded. Millions and millions of innocents were killed by bullies.”

      “So you will rescue her?” Braymy smiled. “A knight on a flying horse, come to chivvy her out of Belgium ahead of the impending destruction?”

      “I don’t know, Braymy,” Aaros replied, sinking deeper into his chair. “I have a picture that will not leave me be. A name. And perhaps a madness that has caused me to overturn a century’s worth of scientific orthodoxy that says we cannot step through time.”

      “So you owe it to everyone to prove all of this, Aaros Hallee,” the man said. “That you can go back to that date and find her. Perhaps talk to her and find out more of her story than just her name. To return here to those stuffy eggheads of the Royal Scientific Academy with your evidence and win every award available.”

      “What about evil, Braymy Morgonz?” Aaros asked, finally willing to confront the thing that really had kept him up at night, even when the health monitor tried to induce sleep.

      “What about it?”

      “If I can do this thing, so can others,” Aaros admitted for the first time. “They can also step back in time and potentially change something. Because of the cloak that they create when they travel back in time, nobody else could go back to that moment and prevent it.”

      “Or they return to the day before and wait,” Morgonz pointed out.

      “Perhaps,” Aaros shrugged. “How many angels can dance on the head of a pin?”

      “I beg your pardon?” the man asked.

      “It was an ancient conundrum, designed to determine if the spirits that they worshiped had space and mass, or existed as singularities. And, mind you, this was before a the atomic theory of matter was fully accepted. Those fools had suppressed the Hellenes and the Arabic scholars, going so far as to burn people to death for disagreeing with them.”

      “Well, yes, there is a reason we date civilization from after that period, Hallee,” Braymy said. “Those people were barbarians of the worst kind. But I fail to see how that impacts on you traveling through time.”

      “If I return to the past, I can potentially change it,” Aaros said. “Let us say I decide to assassinate Gerhardt Steinmann before he becomes the Emperor of a reborn Imperial Germany, in the decade after this first world war ends. How does that change the future? What if I manage to so radically change the world that I never come to be born? How could I then step backwards in time to perform the act of changing the future?”

      “Ah, the old philosopher’s debate,” Braymy Morgonz smiled. “I miss university some days. That one is simple enough, Hallee. You cannot. The future was already fixed, so if you did something, it was already accounted for. If you decide to stay here and never meet this woman, IT HAS ALREADY BEEN DONE.”

      “But…”

      “Done, Hallee,” Braymy insisted. “Gerhardt Steinmann initiated the second great war and went down in history as one of the most prolific mass murderers in history, once he conquered EurAsia to the line drawn by his allies in the far east and went about wiping out the ancient Slavs as a race. What could you do that would alter that?”

      “What if someone did kill Steinmann?” Aaros asked. “What if the someone else came to power in Germany? Someone better, or worse? What happens then?”

      “Steinmann survived any attempts you or anyone else make on him,” Braymy said sternly. “Else they succeeded and we’ve been spun off into some bizarre time-space quantum pocket where you can go back in time, and change it, but whoever else goes manages to wipe out the future that spawned us. And I cannot imagine all possible future existing simultaneously, so there can only be one, and the rest collapse back into quantum chaos, just as Singh’s theory states.”

      “That’s the problem, Morgonz,” Aaros admitted in a tiny voice.

      “What is?”

      “The flaw I found was in Singh’s mathematics of collapse,” Aaros said. “They say that the probability curves do not collapse, or even cancel each other out. Instead, the addendum I found proposes that a single traveler can cause a fork. Can create two, simultaneous futures, lying next to each other, separated by a quantum vibration at a slightly different pitch, for lack of a better term to describe a seventh-dimensional effect. I can create new futures by changing the past.”

      “Oh,” the man leaned back now and finished his soup as though it was whiskey.

      Aaros did the same, mostly because the ancients did that sort of thing all the time in the entertainment videos that had survived.

      The jolt of hard nastiness that coursed through his entire being made him finally understand why they had done so. Everything twisted slightly, but settled into a new configuration. Or something.

      “So we cannot tell the old shits at the Academy about this, can we?” Braymy asked. “Lest the methodology leak, or someone rises to the challenge because you have said it was possible. That changes nothing about you.”

      “No?” Aaros asked.

      “No,” Braymy said definitively. “You will still need to go to her. Meet her. What’s the worst she can say? Leave?”

      “No,” Aaros replied, feeling the burn of whiskey threaten to ignite his entire soul. “She can ask me to stay.”
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      Aaros was consumed by smell. It was so overwhelming that he nearly gagged, at least until his health monitor was able to dial his olfactory senses down to almost nothing. Any food he consumed while he was in the past would have little more taste than gruel, regardless of what the natives did to it.

      And it would be the flesh of herbivores, given the era prior to civilization. Cow. Pig. Goat. Chicken. Some creature killed and cooked, like the primitive barbarians they were.

      At least it was unlikely to poison him, this early in the century. A hundred years from now, the land and sky would be so wracked with chemicals that even his health monitor would be hard pressed to keep him alive.

      Luckily, he didn’t need to visit the actual dawn of civilization to find the woman.

      Aaros peeked out from the alley where he had arrived.

      A creature approached on the main thoroughfare, pulling a cart of some sort, like a flatbed lifter transport. Except that it rode on wheels made of wood. And was made from wood.

      Aaros had forgotten just how starkly primitive mankind had been in that era.

      This era.

      Now.

      He needed a better vocabulary to describe his travels, except that he could not tell another soul except Braymy Morgonz.

      This was a secret both of them would have to take to their graves, however long in the future that might be.

      Horse. His mind suddenly engaged and identified the creature. And a man rode in the wagon, sour of face and unshaven.

      Unshaven.

      What was it like to have to shave, or at least occasionally trim hair growing from your face? And not being able to just turn such a thing off if you didn’t want it around?

      Are we really the same species?

      Aaros shook his head and stepped from the alley, making sure to traverse up onto a slight ledge running next to the buildings. It would not keep the horse from attacking him, but hopefully it kept wagons from running over pedestrians.

      The man controlling the horse and the wagon stared sourly at Aaros, but then he passed and was gone, the sound dopplering down and fading behind him.

      None of the other pedestrians seemed to notice him, which was good. He was dressed perhaps a shade better than most, with matching jacket and pants over a clean shirt, none of which would wrinkle or stain.

      The men he saw around him generally wore something similar, sometimes with a hat and sometimes without, while the women tended to wear dresses ranging from a modernistic tightness to grand concoctions that made them appear almost as big as the horse.

      Aaros had made it.

      Liège, Belgium. One nine one four of the old era.

      Or an amazingly elaborate set designed to fool him, filled with either actors deep into their roles, or a holo-system as sophisticated as any Aaros had ever encountered.

      He stopped at a stand and bought a newspaper, reveling in the ancient feel of real wood pump imprinted with ink and the coins he had gotten in change for the bill he handed over. Finding a spot out of traffic, he read the front page of the bundle, marveling at how important many things seemed, none of which had made it into the databases that marked the pre-dawn of civilization.

      How much of mankind’s entire history had been lost to primitive storage mechanisms and vandals with incendiary devices?

      Spring harvest news that historians would probably contemplate engaging in murder just to get their hands on. Impending war as everyone made threats and maneuvers against one another, looking for any excuse to escalate things out of hand. Ongoing war in the Balkans, not that far from here, that never seemed to recede. More war elsewhere, as these primitives sought to use violence to win the war of cultures.

      And somewhere near here, Germaine DuPont waited for a person with a camera to walk by and capture her for eternity, using nothing more than primitive chemistry and a basic understandings of optics.

      Aaros spotted the tower that had been in the picture. He was in the right season. Late spring verging into the last summer of the old epoch, before the wars that never fully ended again in the lifetime of anyone even born today.

      Triangulation had placed him close, but he was not sure which of these buildings had the interior seen in the photograph. It was on this block. On this side of the walkway, even.

      Street.

      He had to remember that these walkways were dominated by vehicles, both animal powered and primitive internal combustion engines burning hydrocarbons. One went by with a scream of primitive industrial tuning that grated on Aaros’s ears.

      The sign having perpendicular to the wall said Café.

      A coffee shop, possibly selling simple foods as well. It had a window facing the right direction, even, glass-covered, but open as the warm air circulated.

      It had been open in the picture.

      Aaros felt his heart begin to triphammer in his chest until his health monitor engaged and brought him back to stability.

      He entered, transitioning into a deep gloom caused by unlit ceilings and the pall of light smoke everywhere.

      Was the place on fire? No, everyone was calm as he walked to an empty table and settled himself.

      Tobacco. They were burning the dried leaves of the plant, impregnated with chemicals for various tastes. His research had told him such things, but Aaros had never considered what it would taste like in the air. Or the smell that would work its way into the fabrics he wore.

      He made a note to have them treated when he got back, so that the odor stayed in this century next time. Whiskey was acceptable. Coffee would be novel.

      He could not bring himself to actually inhale smoke from one of those devices. At least more than he would get, just resting here for however long he would be.

      Aaros had a device on his forearm that mimicked the wristwatch of the era, counting down. Once the charge in his system fell below a theoretical bar, it would warn him, and Aaros would have to flee the room, lest the locals watch him vanish.

      He could never return if they thought him some manner of supernatural beast. And these primitives would leap to such a conclusion with little effort.

      A woman approached. Lean in an unhealthy manner. Dark and smelling of personal odor, as though she had not bathed in a period long enough to build up such a funk.

      ”What can I get you?” she asked in a vaguely unfriendly tone.

      “Coffee,” Aaros answered. “Do you serve food?”

      “Ham or beef croissants,” she studied him as though she could already see through his disguise. “Or stew from the pot.”

      “Beef croissant, please,” he decided, unwilling to risk whatever might have remained in a stockpot since the place first opened however many years ago.

      Even a health monitor had its limits.

      She left, but her gaze lingered.

      Aaros pretended to ignore the room and memorized the interior of the paper quickly. She interrupted at one point to deliver a porcelain mug, steaming with inky liquid.

      Coffee. Original, even, and not the bioengineered variants that had emerged from future agricultural and ecological collapses.

      Aaros steeled himself and tasted history.

      Bitter. Charred heavily for storage and transport, as they did in that era. Aaros could taste the jolt of caffeine that was going to flood his bloodstream quickly enough. He triggered his health monitor mentally to offset it with a binding agent.

      Today was too important for him to be jittery.
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      She never came.

      Aaros fled the café into the mid-afternoon gloom as his sensor alarm let him know that he would vanish soon.

      Around him, this fine May day was forever blocked from another traveler entering the world.

      Aaros had eaten a croissant with beef and some manner of yellow sauce that he believed was called mustard, but he would have to have the contents of his stomach and system analyzed when he returned home, in order to confirm. A second paper as he passed the stand again, catching more news somehow different from the morning, although similar.

      He was brought to mind the ancient chyrons of televised news, slowly feeding news updates across the bottom of a screen, when you could only passively consume such things in the near future.

      Back when data was external.

      Twice-daily newspapers were the slowest chyron Aaros could imagine. This one would return with him to the future, so he could prove himself to Braymy.

      And himself.

      Tomorrow there, he would wake and try to decide what he had done wrong.

      Tomorrow here, he would come back, hoping in his heart that he had leapt back far enough in time that he had not missed her. The interior of the Café was that of the picture. The window the same. The tower the same.

      But Germaine DuPont had not come.

      Come the tomorrows, he would try again.
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      Aaros entered the café with a slight jaunt to his stride and a newspaper in his hand.

      “Good day,” Manon called to him as he took up what had become his usual table in the last ten days.

      She approached with a mug of reasonably fresh coffee and a smile that had been slow to accumulate, like a pearl glossing over some impurity.

      “Good day, Manon,” Aaros replied. “What is available for lunch today?”

      In ten days, he had become a regular.

      “Croissants, as normal, Aaros,” she smiled in a friendly manner. “Ham, beef, or turkey, as the butcher had an extra bird from an English customer called home suddenly. Several cheeses as well.”

      “Let us try the turkey,” he nodded up to her. “With a sharpish cheese you think will complement the mustard.”

      She smiled down at him and disappeared. Others nodded in that guarded, Gallic manner of someone who is willing to admit that you might not be as bad as the English or the Germans, even if you weren’t necessarily a local.

      Aaros simply had to reclassify every village in Belgium as its own planet, and each sector a nation, and human nature had not changed that much in the intervening epochs.

      The global news was growing more ominous as he consumed the morning’s paper. It did not help that he already knew how many days remained before the conflagration was ignited. How little time he had.

      Aaros laughed silently at the thought that by being here, seeking that woman, he might also manage to prevent any of the other instigators who might wish to travel back to this era and prevent the outbreak of the war itself.

      How might the future have changed, had a group of amateur assassins not caught the Austrian heir on that date? Would the war have happened anyway, but with a different cause? A different date?

      Or would the diplomats have somehow managed to ground a better peace than they would try to achieve in the decade hence?

      He considered taking a month at home tonight, and postulating theories against what his field work was teaching him about human history. Germaine would still be here tomorrow. Whenever he chose to depart his home to visit her.

      Manon returned with a plate quickly. This one even had potatoes that had been sliced thin and fried in oil until crisp and salted. She placed it and studied him for a long enough moment that Aaros looked up at her in surprise.

      “She had not come yet, has she?” the woman asked.

      Suddenly, Aaros was back to that first day he walked in here, fearful from this woman’s gaze that she had seen straight through his disguise.

      Any disguise.

      “What?” he stammered.

      “The woman you seek,” Manon smiled slyly at him.

      Aaros reached for any possible deflection, but none came to him. Somehow, he knew that any lie he told her now would be exposed immediately for the world the see.

      She might even banish him from this place.

      He sighed in defeat, wondering how a barbarian such as her could be so ruthlessly competent.

      “How did you know?” he asked her.

      Manon surprised him by grabbing the other chair and sitting across the table. Her dark hair was dark, and pulled back into a tail much like the horses he saw on the road outside when he first traversed the city, each day arriving by a different route and each night vanishing from a different alley.

      She wore no color on her face. Dark green eyes studied him. He would guess her to be perhaps as much as a decade older than he, but maybe only a few, hard years. This era was not known for good nutrition, but she would get significant exercise running the front of a café for her parents.

      “You sit here each day where you can see the door,” Manon said simply. Quietly. As though they were the only two people in the universe, but where the gods might still be listening in. “Each time someone enters, you look up and examine them. If it is a man, you ignore him immediately. If it is a woman, you study her, looking for something. Someone, I should say, but it is not the right woman. But you expect her.”

      Aaros felt his health monitor engage to keep him from turning utterly pale at Manon’s words.

      He opened his mouth, but no sound emerged.

      Manon smiled again now, looking so much older and worldlier, in spite of being born before even civilization began.

      “When do you expect her?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” Aaros replied, finally finding sound. “I know she will be here, and I will meet her then, but I could only estimate the date.”

      “So you have both come from afar, and decided to meet in this café?” she pressed, leaning forward and fixing him with those deep eyes. “How romantic. But how did you come to select us?”

      “You would not believe the truth, Manon,” he said, trying not to sound evasive.

      “She must be amazing,” the woman chuckled. “You have chosen to not even flirt back with me, however I try. Will you marry her when she arrives?”

      “That is for the fates to decide,” he shrugged. “I am merely a man playing out a role assigned him by uncaring destiny.”

      “And a poet as well,” she smiled, rising now. Manon took a step a placed a friendly hand on his shoulder. “Yet you never stay past three in the afternoon, and then seem to disappear without any trace whatsoever when I have asked about you.”

      Aaros felt himself go cold.

      He had never imagined that this woman might pay that close of attention to his comings and goings, but it was her family’s café. And had she really sought him out some the evening, when he had returned to his own salon?

      He looked up at her now and could not decipher the complex stain of emotions on her face. His own felt as blank as a canvas upon which one of the ancients might have taken organic oils and committed art.

      She nodded.

      “Your secret it safe with me, Aaros Hallee,” she said as she walked past and turned back into the woman in charge of the front of this café, and not a lonely woman probing for his affections.

      Because that was what it had felt like.

      And she had no idea the depths of the secrets she might have just encountered had he let her.
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      The man had a camera around his neck.

      Aaros nearly spilled his coffee as the strange device registered in his mind. He’d seen holograms and even printed a few replicas, but they were still rare things in this age. He’d been lulled to complacency by the rarity of them, and yet the man walking in had one.

      The visitor appeared to be in that odd middle age that struck the ancients in their fourth or fifth decade, rather than equal centuries, as Aaros watched him. Pudgy in the manner of someone who’s health monitor was slightly malfunctioning, or who ate so much food that not even the internal systems could burn it all out. Ruddy cheeks and muttonchop sideburns. A bowler hat, tweed suit, and leather shoes of a style and station commensurate with how Aaros had chosen to appear.

      Aaros perked up from studying the man and immediately scanned the interior of the café, fearful he had missed Germaine DuPont’s arrival somehow, but the place was filled with only the usual suspects.

      Still, his heart raced.

      It had been sixteen days. July was only a few from beginning. August would fall upon them all shortly, when the Imperial German Army would capture this city in a massive siege that would last just long enough to result in Paris being saved from conquest, the British and others managing to blunt the invasion enough to halt it, and the first of the World Wars breaking out.

      Belgium would never be the same. As far as Aaros had been able to compare his memory and sensors with early databases, this block would not even survive the war, doomed to be burned out in the fighting that would rage.

      And the man had a camera around his neck.

      Manon appeared with more coffee in a pot, earlier than was her usual wont. It was as though she could sense his excitement.

      She had not pried much beyond the one time, but had instead taking to studying him as if he represented a mystery she could solve. Braymy had laughed, but Aaros could compare the two of them well on that axis. Perhaps not as intelligent as Aaros, but so much cagier than he had ever learned to be. Sharper in the ways of humans, when he was just a genius from a laboratory.

      Something about the stranger with the camera looked English. A tourist, perhaps. The island of Britain was not all that far away, even by the primitive state of transportation technology of the era. He spoke a halting, accented French that betrayed him, but at least he wasn’t German.

      The locals did not have a high opinion of German bullying. That much Aaros had learned over his summer of field research. What was a year of his life, when he had so many more ahead of him?

      The man ordered wine and ate from the stew pot. Aaros had tried it a few times, just to insure that he had the most experience of this age. Manon’s mother, Marie, made fantastic croissants though, and the store was profitable enough that the butcher looked upon them with favor.

      Aaros had become something of a local, even with stuffy folks who didn’t like outsiders.

      “Has she come?” Manon asked, refilling his mug anyway, despite its fullness. “You are suddenly possessed of such excitement.”

      “I do not know, Manon,” Aaros answered. “The man has a camera, that is all.”

      “Have you never had your picture taken?” she asked, as though it was the most common thing, but they had only just begun to be portable devices like this.

      “I have,” Aaros tried to explain. “I have a picture of her, and it reminded me when I saw that, but I have not seen her yet.”

      “Perhaps he will bring you luck then, Aaros,” she winked at him and departed as far as the counter where a few late lunchers lingered.

      Aaros checked his wristwatch, but the charge was holding well. He should have another ninety minutes before it became critical that he depart.

      Every day, the time he could remain here had seemed to extend a little, but he could not explain it. Was the act of him traveling here somehow affecting time itself, so that the universe became inured to him?

      If he traveled enough times, could he possibly stay for longer? Already, two hundred and nineteen minutes had become two hundred and twenty-eight on average.

      What would a year here do? Could he arrive later in the day and manage to spend an entire evening in her arms?

      Aaros shivered at the possibilities.

      He stared down at the newspaper, already memorized, but it was as though he was reading it again for the first time. And actually reading the words, as opposed to quick-scanning them into upper memory for processing.

      He read like the ancients had done. The locals around him.

      The front door to the café opened and his heart stopped beating when he looked up.

      She was poised at the threshold.

      Germaine DuPont.

      The woman he had conquered time itself to meet.

      Aaros felt his breath catch.

      She turned to speak to someone behind her. A man, well-dressed and dapper, appeared. A child as well. They entered as a group.

      Aaros felt as though a fist had punched him in the solar plexus. He fought to find air.

      Germaine DuPont.

      She walked up to the English tourist, who rose abruptly and kissed the woman on both cheeks in the French style. The man got a heart handshake. The boy, he must have been about six or seven, got patted on the head.

      The group sat at the table close enough that Aaros could have spoken with her in a normal voice, had they but been alone in here.

      The conversation shifted into English. He understood the language, a weird amalgam of Germanic and Latinic, well enough to follow, but he presumed his own accent would be as coarse as the older tourist had spoken French.

      The Englishman even called her by the correct given name, so Aaros had no doubt who she was, but he called her Germaine Johnson, rather than DuPont.

      Her husband was Alistair. Her son Nigel.

      Son.

      Aaros had never imagined that she might have had a full adult life before he met her, lost in whatever fantasies and daydreams had occupied those moments when he relented from the monomania to prove Singh wrong.

      That she might have met an Englishman and married him. Bore him a son.

      She was dressed like an English tourist, but those details had never registered on him before now. Slacks instead of a dress. Comfortable jacket rather than the corsets that had begun to fade from fashion. Everything was in a soft brown with a reddish tinge, but the photo had been black and white.

      She had blue eyes. Hair dark, like Manon’s, but shorter, cut into something of a bob that seemed to put her at odds with every other woman Aaros had seen in this city during the summer. Skin like the porcelain of his coffee mug, with just the pink of perfect health.

      At one point, she caught Aaros staring and gave him a questioning, sardonic look. Rather than speak and betray himself, Aaros shook his head in mute apology and embarrassment, burying himself in his paper.

      A sound intruded. Metal ticking against metal.

      It arose from the table of his dreams. And nightmares.

      Aaros allowed himself to look up again.

      The English tourist was taking various pictures of the family, apparently. Aaros had just enough presence of mind to actually watch the moment when Germaine DuPont’s visage was memorialized into the distant future, as she leaned back slightly.

      For a moment, he wondered if the smile on her face was for him, as she glanced in his direction before returning her gaze to the man with the camera.

      Click.

      Immortality of a sort, as Bancroft Johnson would have the image developed, and write her maiden name on the front with a device that would permanently stain the surface well enough that Aaros Hallee could use image processing systems to pick it out of the digital legacy of the original copy.

      Germaine DuPont, woman of mystery.

      Aaros felt his heart break into tiny shards that threatened to shred the inside of his soul as they sought to escape the poor prison of his body.

      He rose, leaving currency on the table far in excess of the cost of lunch and coffee.

      Aaros staggered to the door blindly, feeling it open and close through eyes blinded by tears. He blinked furiously, trying to remember from which direction he had originally approached this morning, the updated map of Liège burned irrevocably into his memory.

      But his legs betrayed him, so he staggered off to his right like a poor daytime drunkard. The darkness of an alley beckoned him and he stepped into it from the thin stream of afternoon traffic, everything forgotten but the mass of agony burning up his stomach.

      Sobs escaped his strongest intent to suppress them.

      He would return home shortly and never visit the past again.

      The secret would die with him and Braymy.

      Must die with them, lest Aaros be tempted to leap back even further and find her when he could still change her past. Prevent her from ever meeting that Englishman and falling in love. Stop her from bearing the man a child.

      Convincing her to fall in love with him, instead.

      She looked twenty-five, and had a son old enough to be six or seven.

      Dare he act thus upon a sixteen year old girl? Forever alter the arc of her existence, just because he wanted her for himself?

      That way lie evil. And madness.

      Hands caught him, turned Aaros away from the wall.

      He felt defensive training kick in and he prepared to use violence to protect himself.

      “Aaros,” the voice broke through his mind.

      He blinked. Blinked again. Stopped himself from lashing out blindly with lethal force.

      Manon.

      She had followed him from the café, but in truth he had barely made it a block from the front door before he collapsed in on himself.

      Aaros Hallee, scientific genius time traveler, swallowed his tears and tried to pretend like nothing was wrong.

      “That was her, wasn’t it?” Manon asked. “The woman you came to find, she is in my restaurant right now.”

      “Yes,” Aaros replied weakly, unable to find many more syllables.

      “You did not know she was married? Had a family? Nothing?”

      “Nothing,” he agreed. That many syllables remained of his sanity.

      “And she did not know you,” Manon accused, her voice turning harder now. “Have you stalked her all this time? What devilment are you about, Aaros Hallee?”

      Standing so, she was a tiny woman. Nutrition of the age did not lend a woman to the same height as a man, to say nothing of a modern. The low heels on her boots gave her perhaps one hundred and sixty-five centimeters, to use the archaic forms first proclaimed not all that far from here. He had had a head on the woman. Slabs of muscle from modern training.

      He could break free from her grasp without a thought. Protect himself from any attack she sought to deliver.

      Aaros could not move.

      But he could not lie to her either. She would see through it before he even finished the words.

      “No devilment,” he said. “I never intended her any harm. Never.”

      She watched him like a modern butcher sizing up a hog. Aaros had actually watched the man work once, just to understand the way the ancients had lived.

      “Then why?” Manon demanded in a sharp, low voice that sounded like a knife seeking his belly.

      He found his madness. Embraced it. Manon demanded the truth. He would give her as much as was safe.

      “I saw a picture of her and fell instantly in love,” he admitted, feeling like the fool who inspired all playwrights into their genius. “I knew she would be here in the summer of one nine one four, and that I could meet her. Perhaps convince her to fall in love with me even a fraction of what I had told myself I felt for her.”

      “Did you even know her name?” Manon hissed angrily.

      “Germaine DuPont,” he said. “Except that was her maiden name. She is Germaine Johnson now. Married to Alistair. Mother of Nigel. And I am a fool.”

      “Yes, but there is more you are not telling me,” she shook her fist, which Aaros discovered was wrapped tightly up into his jacket’s lapel. “Speak, Aaros Hallee, or I will summon the gendarmes for you and you can tell them instead.”

      He realized how angry the woman was now
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