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Chapter One

Year: 2317

Location: Near Chicago, Illinois



“How’d you get him, Benet?” Dahlgren asked. He was standing in permanent judgment, as he always did, with his feet slightly apart and his arms crossed. Looman mimicked him.

“A ridiculous number of shifts spent tying down the split second he was shot. I went through a dozen patient agents before I found one who’d stick it all the way through. She’s running this operation now. Name’s Alex Donna.”

“Never heard of her.”

“You’ll hear more. Much more. She’s going places.”

“What’s next?”

“We’re planting him, along with two deep volunteers, in early USA. The presentists are looking for him in likely places, but they’re going to find him in one that’s unlikely. That’ll up their confidence. Then they go in after him, and we let them. Afterward, we follow.”

“So, you’re giving them what they want? Sounds dangerous and slow.”

“It is dangerous, but not as dangerous as them getting him on their own. And does it matter if it’s slow?”

“Not really. I guess. What about the deeps?”

“Usual story. Unhappy enough in their lives now that they’re willing to take on new ones. They know that they’re being reprogrammed, and they’ll never be back. Neither one of them cares.”

“That’s convenient.”

“It’s frighteningly easy to find deep volunteers.”

Dahlgren watched the low barge, its bow sporting rust flowers across its marine green paint, chug up onto a spit of sand. To the left a sagging dock hung onto a single motor launch with a frayed rope, and in the other direction the sand spit broke into rip rap that continued down the island’s shore.

“Carry on,” he said, then turned to head back into the Titor Center. Looman followed.
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Parked at the head of the spit were three small, battery-operated utility vehicles, each pulling a long and simple trailer with small rubber tires and a bed made of oxidized tin. When the barge land ed, a crewman at the front pulled two pins, one on each side of the front, then jacked a simple handle along the barge’s port side near the bow. He looked to make sure everyone was clear, then pulled the handle and dropped the bow onto the sand.

Drivers, each in tan coveralls, exited their utility vehicles and walked down to the barge, with the first one there picking up the handle at the front of a coffinlike box mounted on wheels. He squeezed a lever on the handle and the box pushed forward with an electric whir. As the man directed the box toward one of the trailers, the next man went into the barge, selected a box, and re peated the process. By the time the last man had his box up to the trailer, the first man had winched his box onto a trailer behind the utility vehicle. When he had it seated, with two straps pulled tight, he walked the empty trailer back down to the barge and parked it. This was repeated two more times while the barge crew hoisted its bow and made to pull out. The utility vehicle left down a single wide asphalt strip to the Titor Center, pulling through a double-ended driveway to back up to the loading dock. There the process was reversed.

Doctor Finley didn’t arrive until the boxes were unloaded in the Feynman Laboratory, their seals cracked and the contents observable. Two of them were the agents he’d prepared for this mission, agents who now carried new histories and went by new names, but what those were Finley didn’t know. It was all part of security compartmentalization, and only the project’s lead knew every piece. One of the agents was also a guest, and that was a first for Finley. He’d seen guests come through the Titor Center before, but never one who was a NUSA agent. He was amazed that such a thing existed.

The third box held a mystery, another guest whose sole preparation included erasing his memory. That was it. He wasn’t provided with anything new to build on, a technique which used to apply to criminals but fell out of favor. The brain had a way of back filling voids, but its methods were unpredictable. Mostly what it left was the equivalent of static, and what good was that going forward? Finley shook his head and continued his examination.

“Are the escorts ready?” he asked. The nurse with him nodded and waved a group in from a viewing room. There were six in all, two to go with each of the travelers. They were dressed in period clothing, blue jeans and flannel shirts and boots, a fashion that had fallen away at least a century before, but it still looked comfortable and warm to Finley. Each one wore a pouch on their hip, a pouch which Finley knew carried their impulse director. Just in case.

The six broke up on their own, with two beside each box, while Finley briefed them. “We’ll be using an optical replicator, transmitting images that they’ll see as I pull them out of anesthesia. They’ve been patterned to follow the images, and at a given point each will shift. When you see them shift, you follow using them as an anchor. Does anyone here need suggestion?”

Two of the agents motioned, and the nurse came over with a blister pack, popping out one small, white pill into their hands. The nurse then gave each of the six a still-sealed blister pack, which were then tucked into pants pockets.

Finley reached in and tapped the face piece on the guest agent. “Everyone here knows to take the viewer off before shifting back, right? And bring it with you. These things are expensive.” Finley knew he probably didn’t need to say that, but it’d happened before. Agents really didn’t give a rat’s ass about the center’s equipment. “Okay. We’re going into the observation room. Good luck.”


Chapter Two

Year: 2010

Location: San Pedro, California



Milk sucked, and it didn’t matter if they squeezed it from cows or almonds. Darryl dropped the spoon into his cereal bowl, hungry but exasperated. Looking around the kitchen, at the black microwave hovering over the black range with the shiny glass top, he decided he couldn’t work either. Instead, he walked his breakfast over to the sink and dropped it full onto the dishes below. Something shattered, but he didn’t look. Instead, he walked back to the living room. His head was beginning to hum. He paused, hoping to wait it out. There wasn’t any risk here, no pressure or unknowns, and there certainly weren’t any of the dead. That much he knew for certain. He’d walked its rooms and halls for three years now and there’d not been one once. Not in the closets and not behind the toilet. Nowhere. But somehow, that made it worse. When Sh’Nae asked why, he couldn’t explain.

He wished she would come home.

Darryl found himself at the end of the love seat and staring at the closest cushion. It was tan, with raised rows in the cloth. There was a name for that. He remembered hearing it once about a pair of pants he wore. And the cushion, he could sit there. It was an option. Next to it was the couch, same cloth, with an extra bank of cushions tempting him to lie down. Farther to the right was the recliner with its soft blue fabric smelling of things soft. It had a magic wooden handle which made it longer and more comfortable, and Darryl loved the recliner. The recliner was closest to the remote control, but he didn’t know how to work that, either. Sh’Nae worked everything associated with electricity.

Moving past the living room options, he went to the hallway where Sh’Nae hung pictures of people Darryl didn’t know. This could work, too. He could stand here. Or he could sit on the countertop in the kitchen. Of course, there was the bathroom. He could shower again.

That’s where he was standing and thinking when Sh’Nae walked in that afternoon. She was carrying a take-and-bake pizza and a bottle of Dr. Pepper, which for Darryl was a celebratory drink. He looked up at her and tried to smile, but it hurt. She saw his efforts and flashed her bright smile back. She always had that smile at the ready.

“You can hear it?” she asked. Darryl nodded, but with enthusiasm. The hum laid the foundation of his afternoon, but it was fading now.

Sh’Nae changed the subject. “Ganns and I had lunch; he has a new project for us.”

It’s something special, Darryl thought.

“It’s something special, I think.”

Darryl nodded. “It’s time,” he said, and it was. It’d been a year since their last one. “Where are we going?” He found it a relief, because the apartment was becoming too much. Even sitting on the balcony and staring out at Catalina Island couldn’t keep all the rough edges tucked in anymore.

“New Orleans.”

Darryl’s face darkened. That was the place that had the hurricane. “Katrina?”

“Oh no, too new for Ganns. You know that. It’s the Robert Charles riots. More specifically, he wants us to find Robert Charles.”

After three hours of standing still, Darryl found the energy for three steps to the love seat. “I don’t know anything about Robert Charles.” While it was true, it was also a distraction. Darryl read, and he read a lot. It was apparent some cities had more for him to see, more death history, and he imagined New Orleans would be up there near New York, San Francisco, and Galveston, all places he dreaded and refused to know. Ganns knew about them, but Darryl hadn’t ever refused New Orleans. Now he wished he’d had.

“There are only two places he wants us to visit, the place where it started and the place where it ended. The middle, it’s…”

“…repeatable.” Darryl ended the sentence in one of Ganns’ favorite terms. His position was that history was a short movie on infinite replay. Change the names and change the countries and it just all goes on again. “When?”

“The day after tomorrow.” She paused. “We still have our show at the Grand tomorrow. I bought you a new shirt, a black one, like you asked for.”

Darryl dropped his stare to his knees.

“The tie is black too, but with a pattern. And a gold tie chain.”

Darryl didn’t move.

“They’re on the table, if you want to look. I’m going to sit on the balcony and read, okay?”

Sh’Nae picked up her book and went out, sliding the glass door shut quietly, while Darryl sat. He blinked, slowly, and letting it all run off of him. He couldn’t think about it now, but he couldn’t not think about it now. When he recovered his voice, Darryl whispered “but I don’t want to go to the Grand.” When no one answered, he added “I like tie chains.”

The next evening found Darryl in his shirt, tie, and tie chain, staring at the bathroom mirror. Both he and Sh’Nae were ready and waiting when Ganns arrived, fifteen minutes late, his pressed lip smile about as broad as it ever got. He touched Sh’Nae on the cheek as he walked in and past her to Darryl. “You’re looking good, Darryl.”

“I don’t want to do this,” Darryl said.

“You never want to do this, but we’ll follow my rules, right?”

Ganns stood there, short and stocky and hard, a ring of dark hair around his bald crown and thin eyes peering. Darryl thought he looked like some comedian he’d seen on television. “They work.”

“Sure. Your rules.”

“I ask the questions of you, just like we’ve rehearsed. You answer it, any way you want, and I move on. The audience gets to ask me questions, but not you. You just sit and look over their heads. Focus on a spot on the wall. If you don’t like the question, don’t answer. I’ll fix it.”

“Is there a spot?” Darryl asked. What he wanted to say was that doesn’t always work.

“There’s always a spot. If anyone gets pushy, we stop and escort them to the door. I’ve done it before, right?”

Darryl nodded. Ganns had. Some of these shows were okay, and some were good. None had really been bad. Not too bad. Just before the show it was bad.

“So, you guys ready?” Ganns turned to Sh’Nae. “You set to go?” He had his keys out and Darryl saw the BMW key chain he’d given Ganns for his birthday last year. Ganns tended to rub it when he was distracted, which wasn’t now.

Sh’Nae smiled and waved at the door. “You got this, Darryl,” he said, and he walked back out. He’d been in their apartment for all of a minute. As they walked down the hallway, Sh’Nae asked questions about their trip to New Orleans, and Darryl listened. Ganns himself would be driving, and that was good. They’d sleep in Tucson, El Paso, San Antonio, Houston, and when they arrived in New Orleans there was a hotel with a big clock that was THE place to be if a hurricane came. Darryl liked hearing this, and it lifted his spirits. There’d be death at the other end, but there was death everywhere. At least this time death would come with étouffée.

They’d done other shows at the Grand and he’d been there plenty of times besides. When he had time, he liked to stare at the decorations on the walls straddling the stage. Once they remained until the building was emptied of customers and, with Sh’Nae watching carefully from the stage, he tried sitting on the balcony once, but he couldn’t see from the back and the front was just too high off of the ground. This time he’d stay on the stage, staring out at the faces.

Darryl pushed that vision away.

They parked behind the theater and, with a quick phone call from Ganns, were ushered into the back door. Sh’Nae took Darryl’s hand and led him, so he kept his face down and his eyes mostly closed. During the walk in he mostly watched the shine off his black leather shoe tips, but he had to look up when they turned into their dressing room, which wasn’t much more than a closet. There was a freestanding wardrobe, a desk, and a small mirror hung on the wall above it. On the wall to the left was a rat ty love seat.

“Take a sit,” Ganns said, pointing at the love seat, “and I’ll find Lindsey. I can hear the murmur out there.” He paused, his eyes flicking quickly to Sh’Nae and back to Darryl. “We’re on in just a few, okay?” He gave Darryl’s right shoulder a squeeze and walked back out of the room.

Sitting on the couch, Darryl started whispering to himself. At first it was inaudible, just sitting on his hands with his neck bent down slightly. His eyes were open, but not focused, and that meant she was losing him. He needed redirection. Sh’Nae sat down and said “Rapper’s Delight.” Darryl nodded and repeated it after her. “Rapper’s Delight. 1979.” Sh’Nae waited.

“The Breaks,” 1980. “Jazzy Sensation,” 1981. “The Message,” 1982. “Sucker M.C.’s,” 1983. “Friends,” 1984.”

She set one hand on his.

“La Di Da Di,” 1985, “6 in the Mornin’,” 1986. “Paid in Full,” 1987.”

“Great raps,” Sh’Nae said.

“Straight Outta Compton,” 1988. “Fight the Power,” 1989.”

She had to hurry. They didn’t have much time to get through the routine, and this routine could be long. “Bonita Applebum,” 1990” she added. Darryl sped up.

“Mind Playing Tricks on Me,” 1991. “Nuthin’ but a ‘G’ Thang,” 1992. “C.R.E.A.M,” 1993. “Juicy,” 1994. “Dear Mama,” 1995. “California Love,” 1996.

“Wait,” Sh’Nae whispered. She leaned in close to Darryl. “Serrano, right?” She said it slowly, like reading from a script for the first time.

“Serrano.” He paused, thinking. “Serrano Huasteco”. He pronounced the latter word hooasteeco, which made Sh’Nae smile. “Halabi. Chili Wili. Aleppo. Tears of Fire.” It was going well, but would Ganns wait? He had to.

“Tianying. Gambia. Stumpy.” He was close to the point where Sh’Nae could interject. She leaned in, and he flinched. “Takanotsume. Shipkas. Royal black. Pimenta de Bode. Peter Pepper.”

That was her doorway, a doorway she spent the better part of a year figuring out.

“Peter Piper?” she asked. “Peter…pepper,” he repeated, slowly. “Peter Piper?”

“Peter…” Darryl said, then he nodded. He smiled his worn-out smile, because the lists, as much as they helped, took something from him. “Let’s do this.” He stood up and walked toward the door and stepped out. The space there couldn’t be called a hallway, because hallways have walls. It was more of an empty space riddled with fans, partitions, pulleys, and mops. Ganns was coming their way, motioning for them to follow, then he turned on his heels. They wove in and out of the obstacles to the right end, turned around the back curtain, and walked up to the center of the front. On the other side the buzz of voices, muffled as it was by hundreds of pounds of curtain in front of them, was loud. Ganns knew better than to hesitate. He walked up to the part between the curtains and held it open, allowing Darryl, then Sh’Nae, to pass through. The audience broke into polite applause.

There was a table set up to the right and, in the center, a podium. Darryl and Sh’Nae took the two closest chairs at the table, with Sh’Nae thumping her microphone and then Darryl’s after they sat. Ganns waited at the podium until they were situated and the applause faded, then he began.

“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen, and thank you for coming. You just finished watching our latest offering from Second Sight Pictures. I won’t ask if you enjoyed it, because enjoyment is not our goal at Second Sight. What I will ask you is if you’ll ever forget it.”

At this the audience broke into emphatic applause. Darryl stared at them, not at individuals, but at the whole group. He saw it as one thing, one living thing with hundreds of eyes and hands, responding to the verbal prods Ganns let slip so simply from his lips. Darryl also wondered at the applause. Who first thought that beating their hands together signified satisfaction? How did that person get others to join in?

“It’s odd to think that this, our crowning achievement, was born of failure.” Here came the back story Ganns always provided. He thought it helped connect the audience to the film. “It began when I provided Darryl an artifact, a shell from World War II, and sent him and Sh’Nae off to Okinawa.” Ganns continued on with his spiel for another ten minutes before he opened Darryl up for questioning, so Darryl did what came naturally, he searched for the dead. They were almost always there.

There was only one this time, an accomplishment considering how old the theater looked. She was an older lady slumped in her seat hard, seven rows back, near the end to Darryl’s right. Her head tilted to one shoulder, revealing only her closed eyes and the bridge of her nose, and she wore a bag of a dress with a floral pattern and no collar. The buttons were simple and white, and the pattern was faded. Darryl guessed her to be from the 1940s, but there was no telling with old people. They all looked the same dead. Darryl scanned to room, seeing a smattering of empty chairs. It wasn’t weird that the seats on either side were filled with real people but hers wasn’t. Not really. But he still wondered. If he went there, if he sat on her, could he feel her? In all his years, he’d never tried. He didn’t touch them, and he didn’t talk to them. He didn’t want any more from their world than he already had.

The live faces he saw were kind, at least most of them. People who came to Ganns’ shows were usually in the forties or older, and the blue hairs were out in force tonight in San Pedro. It wasn’t fair to call them blue hairs, because that crowd was predominantly white women. This audience was mixed, busting out with blue, white, gray, stained black, and unnatural red locks. Darryl was searching for the obvious toupee when he felt a hand on his shoulder. It was Sh’Nae’s sign that he needed to rejoin them. A hand on the shoulder meant talk and one on the back meant stop talking.

“When you arrived, you were provided a flier with a set of ground rules and their basis, but they bear repeating. First—you ask your question to me and not to Darryl. Second—I will decide if Darryl will answer the question, not you. Third—if you do not comply with numbers one and two, you will be escorted from the room. There are no exceptions and no refunds.” At this point six large men entered from the rear of the room, three on each side. They stood in the walkways, faces congenial but their bulk imposing. Ganns continued. “And with that, we’re open for questions.” Several hands shot up.

They’d done the routine multiple times for each of their three movies together, and Darryl still had no idea how Ganns chose who would be answered and who wouldn’t. Sometimes five hands went in the air, sometimes ten, but that didn’t matter. What mattered was that there’d be five questions and there were always more than five to be asked. There were tens, hundreds, maybe it was infinite. But only five would be asked and maybe five would be answered, depending on if the questioners followed the rules.

The first question was a standard one. “Have you ever seen the ghost of anyone you knew?” Ganns had a theory why everyone asked this. He said they wanted confirmation that they would get a chance to again see someone they once knew. That there was something orderly and fine about the hereafter. But Darryl’s answer wouldn’t help them. The first time it was asked he just said “no”, because no was the truth. That night Ganns nursed a different answer from him, one just as honest but more complex. He asked Darryl a few questions, like why and why not and how do you know? Questions that made Darryl think past the flickering images staining every day of his life. Perhaps Ganns the showman needed a bit of drama, but Darryl didn’t think so. Though he didn’t really know Ganns (he suspected no one really knew Ganns), he trusted that he’d do one thing consistently. He’d do right by his audience. He’d give them their money’s worth. That was what made Ganns, a man who never once needed to work, a hardworking man, nonetheless.

Darryl replied with the canned answer. He knew all the words and the order they came in.

“I don’t think so, but I’m not sure. They are hazy, these ghosts.” This much was true, though he was certain if he saw Sh’Nae as a ghost he’d know her. Before, there wasn’t anyone to know.

Ganns smiled down on Darryl from the podium, then pointed high in the air. Darryl looked up to the balcony. “You. Young man in the red striped shirt.” The teenager stood up.

“You mentioned in the movie that the shell you carried came from Arisaka. Do you know which kind?” Darryl immediately recognized this as a test, because the lines he spoke through the move were very specific. He opened his mouth to answer, but Ganns interrupted. “I don’t think this is necessary.”

“It’s okay,” Darryl said. “Okay. What I said, sir,” he thought for a second, trying to recover the words. It was there in his memory. Everything was. “What I said was that I sloshed through the lapping waters to dry sand, then went in another four meters and dropped to my knees. From my pocket I withdrew the rifle shell. A 7.7 and, from what I was told, most likely shot from an Arisaka Type 99, one of the rare sniper variants. “That’s what I said in the movie, a 7.7 from an Arisaka Type 99 of the sniper variant.”

“Do you know how rare?” the teenager asked.

“No idea. I don’t like guns.” This seemed manageable at first, but the questions were wandering off script. The buzzing began in Darryl’s brain, but he pushed it off. “They kill people.”

“So do cars,” the teenager said. He raised his hand in emphasis, but he was shut down.

“You’re done,” Ganns said. He pointed at the sound man at the back of the room, making a slashing motion, and the boy’s microphone was cut off. “I’ll remind you, each of you, that this isn’t a free-for-all. You get one question, and that question cannot undermine Mr. Green. I won’t put up with it. With his skills come special sensitivities, and I won’t have them abused. Who’s next?” The pause that came after was long, too long, When Darryl couldn’t list, he found counting in his head worked as a cheap re placement.

One thousand. Nine hundred and ninety-nine. Nine hundred and ninety-eight. Nine hundred and ninety-seven. Nine hundred and ninety-six.

He felt a hand on his shoulder.

This one was an older man, a much older man. He smiled at Darryl, shining his personal light at the stage. Immediately Darryl liked him.

“I was at Okinawa in the spring of ’45 with the 22nd Marines.” He paused, looking down for a moment. “And I remember that beach clearly. I’ve been back twice since then, and one thing which struck me is how the beach has changed. I was wondering, when you see the ghosts, do you see them where they died, or where you are now?

As the question brought focus, the buzz dialed down. Darryl nodded his head, listening the way Sh’Nae taught him to. When he was certain the man was finished, he cleared his throat.

“It’s as things are when I’m there. I cannot see the past, their time. For example, when in Okinawa, surrounded by the sounds and smells of the battle and the men, all the men, I still saw the boat Sh’Nae and I came to the beach on, too. I saw its living crew.” There were several hands up in the air as he answered, and that was a good thing. The quicker they asked the quicker he finished, and the quicker they could return to their apartment. Maybe they could pack tonight.

The man Ganns chose was a tall fellow, and gaunt. His chin and nose were competing crags and the flat top he wore his hair in did nothing to diminish his angularity. Everything from his brown slacks to his blue shirt to the way his arms fidgeted autonomously screamed of discomfort, and Darryl felt it. The buzzing grew louder, it swelled.

The man pulled a pocket watch from his pants and looked at it, eliciting a sigh from Ganns that everyone enjoyed via his micro phone. “I have this theory. The theory is that you can tell plenty about a man only by looking at his roots. Like a tall tree, strong roots are necessary to stay upright. To gather water. To suffer fire.”

“Do you have a question, sir?” Ganns asked, bearing his impatience.

“I do. You are a very interesting man, Mr. Green. I’m interested in your roots. Can you tell us something about your past, before you began working with Mr. Ganns? Anything at all, please.” The gentleman gently folded his arms.

Darryl knew he couldn’t. He looked up to find Ganns staring down, and the buzzing waxed. First it was with the freeway feeling, like it always did. Darryl hadn’t explained this to many people, but he had to Sh’Nae. He told her when it comes on it’s like there’s an L.A. freeway cloverleaf centered around, and passing through, his skull. There’s constant traffic from all directions heading in all directions. The feeling isn’t painful, but it is captivating. Like all the world’s knowledge revealed, but he has to read it all, and all right now. He slumped; his face aimed at the first row of the auditorium instead of where the man stood. The buzzing filled his ears and left his cheeks numb. He never felt Sh’Nae’s hand on his right shoulder or Ganns’ on his left. The night was nothing but droning now.
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Ganns flicked the left turn signal and changed lanes, avoiding SR86 and still chewing his lower lip. He hadn’t said a word since before Palm Springs, and that was fine with Sh’Nae. When he grew petulant, silence was golden.

She chided herself, because he wasn’t petulant. Not really. He just wasn’t learning Darryl, how he worked and what set him off. For Ganns, last night was a matter of embarrassment, but for Darryl it hurt. It physically
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